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ABSTRACT 
  In this study, I seek to explore the phenomenological question: What is 
the lived experience of rehearsing for and performing in a high school 
musical? Employing a research methodology inspired by Max van Manen, I 
outline a theoretical framework highlighting the intersection of Martin 
Heidegger’s phenomenology and Constantin Stanislavski’s acting theory. 
Because this intersection rests on a mutually compatible view of being-in-the-
world as an experience of both temporality and sociality, I also identify two sub-
questions: What is the lived experience of time, as set apart, for the high school 
musical? and What is the lived experience of encountering and being-with 
others in a high school musical? Further, because high school musical theater is 
an activity that occurs in schools, which are spaces of learning, a third sub-
question becomes: What is the lived experience of learning in a high school 
musical? 
  xi 
 I explore this phenomenological question by collecting lived experience 
descriptions from five high school students participating in a production of South 
Pacific. Using data gathered from three interviews taken at periodic intervals 
over the course of the rehearsal and production period, as well as weekly 
personal journals created by the students, I present a narrative that seeks 
meaning and understanding through an encounter with the students’ unique 
experiences. An important rationale for conducting phenomenological research 
is that encounters with experiences outside our own can foster empathetic 
reactions and, when undertaken in the context of educational research, this 
empathy can lead to more thoughtful pedagogy.  
In discussion of my findings, I propose that a view of the musical theater 
process that focuses on training students to stage a final production and 
concentrates primarily on instilling an understanding of performance skills in 
order to do so may limit opportunities for students to find deeper levels of 
meaning, and that structuring a rehearsal process that specifically seeks to 
encourage the discovery of meaning by students could enhance both the journey 
and the destination of high school musical theater. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
“Some enchanted evening…” 
—Emile, Act I, Scene 1 
 
Introduction 
 The “Broadway” musical is a difficult phenomenon to summarize, despite 
the fact that there have been numerous historical, sociological, and musicological 
texts written about the art form.1 The authors of these books have attempted to 
systematically define a genre that seems to have stubbornly avoided clear 
definition. Walsh and Platt point out that musical theater has been given serious 
consideration in academic circles far less frequently than other popular culture 
genres, and they suggest a precarious balance between high and low culture that 
characterizes the Broadway musical as a possible reason.2 According to Walsh 
                                                                                                    
1 For examples, see Lehman Engel, The American Musical Theater (New York: Macmillan 
Publishing Co. Inc., 1967); John Bush Jones, Our Musicals, Ourselves (Lebanon, NH: University 
Press of New England, 2003); Richard Kislan, The Musical: A Look at the American Musical Theater 
(New York, NY: Applause, 1995); Raymond Knapp, The American Musical and the Formation of 
National Identity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005); Alyson McLamore, Musical 
Theater: An Appreciation (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2004); Scott Miller, Strike 
up the Band: A New History of Musical Theatre (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2007); Larry Stempel, 
Showtime: A History of the Broadway Musical Theater (New York, NY: W.W. Norton & Company, 
2010); David Walsh and Len Platt, Musical Theater and American Culture (Westport CT: Praeger, 
2003); Jack Viertel, The Secret Life of the American Musical: How Broadway Shows Are Built (New 
York: Sarah Crichton Books, 2016). 
2 Walsh and Platt, Musical Theater and American Culture. 
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and Platt, neglecting the Broadway musical is a mistake because of the musical’s 
relationship to American culture more broadly: 
In the context of American society, which is its source, [the musical] has 
been a primary and accessible voice through which the American way of 
life has expressed itself to the people of the United States and to much of 
the rest of the world. In this respect the musical has become a theatrical 
expression of American national and political identity with a long history 
and tradition.3 
 
From their perspective, the Broadway musical has reflected the way Americans 
see themselves for more than a century. In the early nineteen hundreds, George 
M. Cohan offered a patriotic view of the so-called American dream to audiences 
in the brand new Times Square neighborhood of New York City.4 During World 
War II, Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II’s Oklahoma! offered nostalgia 
for the frontier spirit and a vision of a more harmonious society to a country 
wrestling with its involvement in a global conflict.5 More recently, the 
phenomenon that is Lin-Manuel Miranda’s Hamilton reframes America’s 
founding mythology for a modern, diverse country.6 The musicologist Raymond 
                                                                                                    
3 Ibid., 2. 
4 Jones, Our Musicals, Ourselves. 
5 Ibid.  
6 Ben Brantley, “Review: In ‘Hamilton,’ Lin-Manuel Miranda Forges Democracy through 
Rap,” New York Times, February 17, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/18/theater/                                          
  
3 
Knapp has gone so far as to suggest that “defining America” might be “the 
central theme in American musicals.”7 Even though Broadway-style musicals are 
now created and presented around the world, their connection to American 
national identity remains strong, and even international musical theater is 
associated with a street in New York City—Broadway. The historian Larry 
Stempel puts it this way: “Broadway’s ethos nevertheless continues to represent 
the cultural yardstick by which almost all activity in the field is still measured.”8 
For better or worse, any discussion of musical theater, must pass through the 
prism of “Broadway.” 
 
Statement of the Problem 
In light of the significance of the Broadway musical as a symbol of 
American culture, it might be unsurprising that the number of high schools 
staging Broadway-style musical theater productions seems to have steadily 
increased throughout the second half of the twentieth century.9 Musical theater 
                                                                                                    
review-in-hamilton-lin-manuel-miranda-forges-democracy-through-rap.html?_r=0.   
7 Knapp, The American Musical and the Formation of National Identity, 8. 
8 Stempel, Showtime, 7. 
9 Ted S. Williams, "Responsibilities and Preparation of Public School Secondary Music 
Specialists in Teaching Musical Theatre" (PhD diss., Kent State University, 2003), ProQuest 
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productions are now commonly staged at high schools in the United States and 
can involve a wide cross section of a school community.10 In recent years, several 
researchers have completed dissertations examining students’ self-reported 
experiences of school musical theater. These researchers have reported similar 
findings, including that their student research participants believed that the 
activity improved their performance skills and self-confidence, encouraged new 
or stronger social relationships with peers, developed pride in their community, 
strengthened their understanding of the art form, and engendered stronger 
feelings of self-worth.11 Further, students who participate in high school musical 
theater tend to repeat their participation in subsequent years.12 
 While existing research suggests that students find their experiences of 
                                                                                                    
(305318844). 
10 Debra Jo Davey, "Musical Theatre in Secondary Education: Teacher Preparation, 
Responsibilities, and Attitudes" (DMA diss., Arizona State University, 2010), ProQuest 
(820544470); Karen E. Zacchilli Van Houten, "High School Musical Theatre and the Meaning 
Students Give to Their Involvement" (PhD diss., New York University, 1999), ProQuest 
(304515219). 
11 Sandra Elizabeth Boyes, "A Balancing Act: The Effects of Participation in a School 
Musical on Its Performers" (EdD diss., University of Toronto, 2003), ProQuest (305276192); 
Davey, "Musical Theatre in Secondary Education"; William Warren Cook Stokes, "The Experience 
of Students as Part of a Secondary School Musical Theatre Course" (MA thesis, Queen's 
University, 2010), ProQuest (853335124); Van Houten, "High School Musical Theatre and the 
Meaning Students Give to Their Involvement"; Ric Lynn Watkins, "The Musical Theater 
Experience and the Extent to Which It Affects High School Students" (PhD diss., University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2005), ProQuest (305001887).  
12 Boyes, "A Balancing Act." 
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musical theater deeply meaningful, it is not currently clear what it is about the 
activity that makes it so. At least one researcher found that students reported 
that their experiences performing in musical theater were different than their 
experiences performing in non-musical drama, implying there might be 
something inherent to the music itself that offers a meaningful distinction.13 
Teachers, researchers, and others interested in the high school musical theater 
experience currently do not have an understanding of what it is about musical 
theater that sets it apart from the other arts activities in which students are 
involved. How is the experience of performing in a high school musical distinct 
from performing in a non-musical dramatic play or from singing in a choir? 
What, in a word, is the essence of the high school musical theater experience? An 
answer to this question could make a valuable contribution to thoughtful 
pedagogy, helping teachers better understand and respond to the lived 
experiences of students.  
 
Rationale 
In the summer of 2015, as I was just beginning to contemplate the project 
                                                                                                    
13 Watkins, "The Musical Theater Experience and the Extent to Which It Affects High 
School Students." 
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that would grow into this dissertation, a friend of mine invited me to an event at 
the Barclays Center in Brooklyn, New York. Entitled “Contemporary Color,” the 
event was an evening of high school winter color guard teams performing to 
original music by indie rock artists, all curated by the musician (and budding 
musical theater composer) David Byrne. As a former high school marching band 
drum major, I expected to experience the evening primarily as a fun 
amalgamation of two art forms that typically are not combined. Instead, I had a 
profound experience of the possibilities of phenomenology. 
Of the ten performances that evening, the outlier for me was a winter 
guard team from Trumbull, Connecticut named “Alter Ego.” Alter Ego 
performed to a recording made by the contemporary classical composer Nico 
Muhly and radio personality Ira Glass. Unlike the other performances that 
evening, which were fairly traditionally structured, Alter Ego performed a piece 
titled “Let It Begin With Me,” which involved recordings of the students in the 
group describing what it felt like to perform a winter guard show set to 
atmospheric original music. 
As I watched this performance, I knew that the interviews that Glass had 
recorded and curated were offering me a window into the inner world of the 
students I was watching live in that moment, and I was riveted. Part of my 
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reaction, I am sure, can be attributed to nostalgia for my own marching band 
experience, but there was no denying that hearing the voices of these students 
describing how they felt when they performed—the emotion, the pride, the 
nerves—changed how I felt about their performance. I felt close to them in a way 
that I did not feel about the other groups that night. I cared about them 
individually. I wanted them to succeed. I did not know it at the time, but I was 
feeling the empathetic reaction that phenomenological inquiry can provoke. Ira 
Glass had seemingly uncovered and shared the “essence” of the winter guard 
experience. In so doing, he had granted me access to the lived experience of the 
performers I was watching that night. 
Uncovering the essence of a phenomenon is a task ideally suited to the 
discipline of phenomenology, which has itself been described by Max van Manen 
as “the study of essences.”14 Considering a phenomenon through the framework 
of phenomenology inspires us to ask what it is that, by its removal, would 
change the very nature of that phenomenon.15 Phenomenology may be an ideal 
lens through which to examine the question of essence in high school musical 
                                                                                                    
14 Max Van Manen, Researching Lived Experience: Human Science for an Action Sensitive 
Pedagogy (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1990), 10. 
15 Ibid. 
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theater, particularly because of the similarities between concepts in 
phenomenology as a philosophy and theater as a discipline. Indeed, the concept 
of essence is key to how the influential acting teacher Uta Hagen described the 
process of an actor finding the emotional truth of a role.16 To realistically present 
an emotional experience on stage, actors must transfer the emotional essence of 
an experience from their personal lives.  
The parallels between van Manen’s use of the term “essence” in 
phenomenology and Hagen’s use of the same term in her acting theory is more 
than just coincidence. It is evidence of a fundamental compatibility within and 
between the two fields. Daniel Johnston argues persuasively that acting theory 
and phenomenology may have mutually beneficial concepts to offer one another: 
“On the one hand, the practical insights of actor preparation and performance 
might well shed light on philosophical and theoretical understandings of human 
experience. Conversely, a phenomenology of consciousness may indeed be 
useful in devising new techniques and approaches to performance.”17 In his 
phenomenological exploration of theater, Bruce Wilshire presents his view of 
                                                                                                    
16 Uta Hagen and Haskel Frankel, Respect for Acting (New York, NY: Wiley Publishing, 
Inc., 1973). 
17 Daniel Johnston, "Stanislavskian Acting as Phenomenology in Practice," Journal of 
Dramatic Theory and Criticism 26, no. 1 (Fall 2011): 65, https://doi.org/10.1353/dtc.2011.0000. 
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theater as inherently life-like and, consequently, that life is therefore theater-like. 
In witnessing a theatrical performance, “We try out another life for size, we 
recognize—perhaps for the first time—how we are like the character or different 
from him.”18 
Phenomenology, therefore, offers a useful framework within which to 
interpret and understand the experience of high school students participating in 
high school musical theater. This type of understanding is important not just 
theoretically, but can be a vital component of how teachers think about 
pedagogy. Van Manen makes the importance of understanding experience for 
pedagogy clear: “Pedagogy requires a hermeneutic ability to make interpretive 
sense of the phenomena of the lifeworld in order to see the pedagogic 
significance of situations and relations of living with children.”19 The choices we 
make as teachers flow from our understanding of who our students are and of 
their lived experiences.  
What is a lived experience? Van Manen describes it as one in which an 
individual is participating immediately and naturally—a “self-given awareness 
                                                                                                    
18 Bruce Wilshire, Role Playing and Identity: The Limits of Theatre as Metaphor (Bloomington, 
IN: Indiana University Press, 1982), xiii. 
19 Van Manen, Researching Lived Experience, 2. 
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which is, as awareness, unaware of itself.”20 It is experience as it is happening, 
not filtered through reflections or interpretations. However, because lived 
experience is immediate, natural, and “unaware of itself,” it can be grasped only 
as a remembered experience. The effort to understand lived experience involves 
orienting ourselves to the experiencer and the experience itself and opening up 
to the possibilities of experiences that are outside our own. Van Manen 
summarizes the rationale for phenomenological research in this way: “We gather 
other people’s experiences because they allow us to become more experienced 
ourselves.”21 For music teachers interested in providing pedagogically 
meaningful experiences for their students, seeking answers to the question of 
what the experience of participation in musical theater is like for high school 
students can provide a vehicle for reflection upon their own practice.  
When the lived experiences of students are considered in professional 
practice, an empathetic approach to pedagogy may be fostered. This empathy 
stems from a sincere attempt to learn what it feels like to be someone else from 
the inside looking out. Phenomenological research in education invites us to feel 
what our students feel, to imagine the world through their eyes, and through 
                                                                                                    
20 Ibid., 35. 
21 Ibid., 62. 
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that imagination become more knowledgeable about how what we do as 
teachers affects them. 
Van Manen encourages us to consider pedagogy as a fundamentally 
ethical endeavor, rooted in care. This emphasis resonates with music education 
philosophers such as Thomas Regelski who asserted, “The need exists, then, for 
stressing music teaching as an essentially ethical endeavor.”22 Van Manen speaks 
about the ethics of care in this way: “Only by remaining attuned to our sense of 
unique responsibility can we insert into our professional ethical practices the 
general responsibility of caring in all its various modalities that our vocations 
require.”23 Because phenomenological research can lead to deeper feelings of 
empathy and, in doing so, attune us to how our pedagogical decisions are 
received by students, we have the opportunity in turn to shape those decisions 
with more conscious awareness of how they will be received by the learners in 
our classrooms and extracurricular activities. 
I am grateful to have experienced such a visceral demonstration of the 
                                                                                                    
22 Thomas A. Regelski, "Musicianism and the Ethics of School Music," Action, Criticism, 
and Theory for Music Education 11, no. 1 (March 2012): 29, 
http://act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Regelski11_1.pdf. 
23 Max Van Manen, "Moral Language and Pedagogical Experience," in The 
RoutledgeFalmer Reader in Philosophy of Education, ed. Wilfred Carr (New York: Routledge, 2005), 
228. 
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power of phenomenology at the Barclays Center just as I was first thinking about 
this project, because it helped me be certain that phenomenological inquiry could 
provide valuable answers to the questions I was asking about high school 
musical theater. Through Ira Glass’ collaboration with the students in Alter Ego, 
I had become more experienced—I considered these students whom I had never 
met with an empathy that gave me hope that I could similarly uncover the lived 
experience of students in a high school musical, and that such lived experience 
could draw out caring, empathetic responses from other teachers. It gave me the 
confidence to ask the question that serves as the heart of this project.  
 
Research Purpose and Question 
The purpose of this study is to investigate the lived experience of students 
in a high school musical theater production in order to answer the 
phenomenological question: what is the lived experience of rehearsing for and 
performing in a high school musical? In the next chapter, I will outline the 
philosophical framework within which this question will be explored. 
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CHAPTER TWO: EPOCHÉ 
“Who can explain it?” 
—Emile, Act I, Scene 1 
 
Overview 
In this chapter, I outline a philosophical framework that contextualizes the 
phenomenon of high school musical theater, and I summarize existing research 
on the topic. In undertaking both of these tasks, I make my own assumptions 
explicit, and I acknowledge the findings of my scholarly predecessors. Both can 
then be consciously set aside as I then turn to write with an open mind about the 
experiences of the five students who participated in this study.  This chapter, 
then, functions both as a review of relevant literature and as epoché, or “the act by 
which the natural attitude of taken-for-granted beliefs and the attitude of science 
are suspended.”24 The phenomenological philosopher Edmund Husserl 
explained epoché like this: “for us, the Objective world is as if it were placed in 
brackets.”25 This bracketing, or setting aside of our preexisting attitudes about the 
                                                                                                    
24 Max van Manen, Phenomenology of Practice: Meaning-Giving Methods in Phenomenological 
Research and Writing, (Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, Inc., 2014), 215. 
25 Edmund Husserl, "Pure Phenomenology, Its Method, and Its Field of Investigation," in 
The Phenomenology Reader, ed. Dermot Moran and Timothy Mooney (New York, NY: Routledge, 
2002). 
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phenomenon in question, must occur before research is undertaken, “so that 
phenomena can be seen as they are, not as they are as reflected through 
preconceptions.”26 The epoché can be viewed as a way to “open ourselves to the 
world as we experience it and free ourselves from presuppositions.”27 It demands 
ongoing self-inquiry of the researcher, and reminds us to continually turn back to 
experience as it is lived, so that we can better understand the phenomenon at 
hand. 
 Van Manen offers a gloss on Husserl:  
[Husserl] used the term bracketing as an analogy with mathematics where 
what is done within the brackets can be kept separate from the operations 
outside of it. Bracketing means parenthesizing, putting into brackets the 
various assumptions that might stand in the way from opening up access 
to the originary or the living meaning of a phenomenon.28  
 
Some scholars have questioned whether a complete bracketing is possible, 
suggesting that the idea of a complete separation of a phenomenon from our 
preexisting understandings and experiences is not possible or realistic. I will 
discuss this critique in detail in Chapter Three. For now, however, the epoché 
                                                                                                    
26 Eileen J. Porter and Marlene Z. Cohen, "Phenomenology," in Reviewing Qualitative 
Research in the Social Sciences, ed. Audrey A. Trainor and Elizabeth Graue (New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2013), 182. 
27 Van Manen, Phenomenology of Practice, 220. 
28 Ibid., 215. 
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encourages us to begin phenomenological research with an open mind. Rather 
than beginning with an assumption that human experience will conform to our 
expectations, or making a hypothesis based on our own experiences, we begin 
with epoché to remind ourselves that each person’s experience of the world is 
unique. 
A review of relevant literature might include studies where scholars 
describe musical theater as a fundamentally collaborative art form because it 
requires artists with different expertise to work together to achieve a coherent 
end product.29 Musical theater involves music, drama, dance, costume, hair and 
makeup design, set design, lighting design, and sound design. When the activity 
occurs in a school, whether or not the musical is rehearsed and produced as part 
of the curriculum, it ideally will also involve a thoughtful incorporation of 
pedagogy. Here again, however, we must speak of music pedagogy, theater 
pedagogy, design pedagogy, and on and on. While some high school musical 
theater facilitators may have experience and confidence with all of these fields, it 
stands to reason that many more are experts in one or two, and only passingly 
familiar with the others. At least one researcher has found that many music 
                                                                                                    
29 Stempel, Showtime; Kislan, The Musical. 
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teachers feel unprepared to facilitate the non-musical aspects of high school 
musical theater.30 
What do we know about musical theater education in the context of music 
education? What do we know about theater education in school (which 
presumably includes pedagogy of theatrical design)? What about extra-curricular 
activities in schools? These questions are important; however, their answers do 
not help us understand the lived experiences that form the heart of this study.  
Instead, the phenomenological question must be our guide in this 
endeavor: what is the lived experience of rehearsing for and performing in a 
high school musical theater production? This question leads to specific modes 
and types of inquiry, and it suggests a framework within which to understand 
the findings of such inquiry. Van Manen writes, “There is something about 
phenomenology that distinguishes it from most other qualitative methods in that 
the motivational intent of its method is deeply philosophical.”31 Twentieth-
century phenomenologists provide a rich and varied source of ways to view the 
world, and van Manen suggests that the phenomenological researcher should 
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“explore further the original texts of these scholars, to find out for him- or herself 
how to pursue a phenomenology of practice.”32 As I noted in Chapter One, the 
conceptual similarities between acting theory and phenomenology in general 
helps facilitate this task.  
I will begin the epoché for this project by laying out a way of describing 
human experience phenomenologically, rooted primarily in the work of Martin 
Heidegger. Johnston’s choice of Heidegger to elucidate the work of three acting 
theorists, Artaud, Brecht, and Stanislavski, influenced my thinking.33 As Johnston 
sees it, Heidegger’s exploration of the nature of being fits these three writers 
because “Acting has the potential both to investigate and show Being on stage.”34 
Furthermore, Heidegger’s emphasis on the temporality of human existence (the 
“time” in the title of Heidegger’s major work Being and Time) is appropriate for a 
temporal performing art. Being onstage is one of the primary activities for the 
participants in this research, and a critical component of their experience of high 
school musical theater. For that reason, developing a theoretical framework for 
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this study that includes acting theory also seemed vital. I have therefore chosen 
to concentrate on the acting theory of Stanislavski, who was one of the first 
theater artists to articulate a theory of acting which, as Johnston points out, can 
be understood in relation to phenomenology. Focusing on Stanislavski as 
opposed to Brecht and Artaud (or any number of other theater theorists) makes 
sense because, as Moore and Bergman point out, much of the modern writing on 
the subject of musical theater performance shares “similar principles with origins 
that can usually be traced back to Stanislavski.”35  
After discussing the ways that Heidegger and Stanislavski offer mutually 
beneficial concepts for thinking about the process of acting, I turn to another key 
way in which to conceptualize the high school musical theater phenomenon: as a 
practice that is understood by students in the context of their larger experience of 
school, which is both a social and educational space. Finally, I summarize the 
body of literature that currently exists on the specific phenomenon of high school 
musical theater. 
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Heidegger and Stanislavski 
Introduction to Heidegger’s Phenomenology36 
 Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) is a seminal figure in twentieth-century 
philosophy, and his book, Being and Time, is one of the great works in the history 
of European thought.37 Heidegger’s writing in Being and Time is dense and 
complex, and it covers a far greater range of topics than are relevant to the 
current study. The concepts I will outline in this section, however, provide a 
basis for appreciating how the acting theory of Stanislavski might be understood 
phenomenologically.  
Heidegger was a student (and, ultimately, a critic) of Edmund Husserl, 
                                                                                                    
36 Heidegger’s position in philosophy is shifting as I write this, largely due to the recent 
publication of the so-called “Black Notebooks,” which suggest that his Nazi affiliations were 
more than just politically convenient, but rather were part of an anti-Semitic worldview. The 
question of whether his philosophy as a whole is fundamentally undermined by this fact is one I 
am ill-equipped to answer, and one that will likely be debated for some time to come. I therefore 
employ his descriptive language and his poetic understanding of being-in-the-world with the 
hope that his philosophy of being no longer truly belongs to Heidegger—it belongs to the 
philosophers of the twentieth and now twenty-first century who have continued to wrestle with 
the nature of consciousness and experience and who may be ready to leave Heidegger behind in 
the ongoing quest to better understand the human mind. Sarah Bakewell, At the Existentialist Cafe: 
Freedom, Being, and Apricot Cocktails (New York: Other Press, 2016); Dermot Moran, Introduction to 
Phenomenology (London: Routledge, 2000); Joshua Rothman, 2014. “Is Heidegger Contaminated by 
Nazism?” The New Yorker, Accessed May 13, 2017, http://www.newyorker.com/books/page-
turner/is-heidegger-contaminated-by-nazism; Mary Ann McKenzie Hartshorn, "Listening to 
Adolescent Heartsongs: Phenomenological Possibilities in Teaching Writing" (PhD diss., 
University of Maryland, 2007), ProQuest (3283420). 
37 Moran, Introduction to Phenomenology. 
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who in turn is generally viewed as the philosopher who established the 
discipline of phenomenology.38 In his Fifth Logical Investigation, Husserl had 
outlined his understanding (which he in turn had adopted from Brentano) of 
intentionality: “In perception, something is perceived, in imagination, something 
is imagined, in a statement something stated, in love something loved, in hate 
hated, in desire desired etc.”39 In other words, every mental act has an intended 
object. We think about things. 
In Being and Time, Heidegger argued that this subject-object 
understanding of human experience, which had been dominant in Western 
philosophy for centuries, was inherently flawed. Blattner explains that 
Heidegger’s “principal charge against the language of subject and object, inner 
and outer, is that it leads us to offer distorted descriptions of our experience.”40 
For Heidegger, the implied separation between subject and object was deficient, 
failing to account for the way we actually experience our relationship to the 
world around us. Heidegger instead described the way we more typically 
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experience the world in a state of familiarity;41 the objects we encounter do not 
feel separate from the ways in which we use them. According to Heidegger, this 
is the essential state of Dasein.42  
Dasein (translated as “being there”) is Heidegger’s term for “this entity 
which each of us is himself and which includes inquiring as one of the 
possibilities of its being.”43 That is, human beings are Dasein because our being is 
an issue for us.44 Heidegger writes, “Dasein’s being reveals itself as care.”45 We 
care about our own existence, not in the emotional sense of the word, but in the 
sense that it matters to us.46 Heidegger uses the German word Umgang to 
describe the way Dasein interacts with the world, and Macquarrie and Robinson 
(who created the standard English-language translation of Being and Time) 
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translate this as “dealings.”47  
In our everyday dealings, we interact with the things around us in this 
mode of familiarity. Blattner uses the example of an audio speaker—we are 
aware of the source of the music we listen to, not as a rectangular box that fulfills 
a certain function.48 The term Heidegger uses for these entities we relate to in 
terms of their use is “equipment” (Zeug).49 We most often encounter and 
understand the objects around us in relation to other objects around us and to the 
locations and tasks with which we associate them. That is, equipment is best 
understood collectively—in the context of other, related equipment and how that 
equipment is used. For instance, I encounter the keyboard on which I type this 
dissertation in the context of my desk, attached to the computer monitor on 
which I see the words. While I type, I do not contemplate the manner of the 
individually pressed keys; rather, I experience only how the thoughts in my head 
make their way onto the screen in front of me. 
Equipment has being, just as Dasein does, but equipment’s being and 
Dasein’s being are not of the same type. The fact that its being matters to it is a 
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fundamental characteristic of Dasein. Being, however, does not matter to a 
computer or a pencil—pencils do not care that they are pencils, they simply are.  
Heidegger terms the being of equipment “ready-to-hand” (Zuhanden). This is 
contrasted by the type of being had by mere things, “presence-at-hand” 
(Vorhanden).50 The essential difference is that something that is ready-to-hand is 
understood by the type of being it has. An object that is merely present-at-hand 
is one that we consider at a remove from its being, solely contemplating its 
presence and physical properties—distinctly not how we experience objects for 
use, which are experienced as something we use “in-order-to” do something. The 
keyboard I type on is ready-to-hand because I experience it only as the means by 
which my thoughts make it from my head onto the computer screen. 
The world in which Dasein exists is a shared one, which Heidegger calls 
“being-with,” and the other people in the world he calls “Dasein-with”: “By 
reason of this with-like being-in-the-world, the world is always the one that I 
share with Others.”51 Importantly, Heidegger views “being-with” as an essential 
state of Dasein—that is to say, even when we are alone, we exist in a way that is 
fundamentally interwoven with other people. Furthermore, we exist in 
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relationship to others through the readiness-to-hand of objects. Mulhall identifies 
three specific aspects of the way people and objects exist relationally: 
First, [other people] form one more class of being that Dasein encounters 
within its world. Second, what Dasein works upon is typically provided 
by others and what it produces is typically destined for others; […]. Third, 
the readiness-to-hand of objects for a particular Dasein is not (and could 
not conceivably be) understood as their readiness-to-hand for that Dasein 
alone; if any object is handy for a given task, it must be handy for every 
Dasein capable of performing it.52 
 
At root is an understanding of the way other people are inextricably linked to 
each individual’s state of familiarity with the world. Because we experience the 
objects around us in terms of their use to us, and those objects are either made by 
or for other people, or capable of being used by them, we also experience the 
world around us in terms of other people being similar-to-ourselves. This 
network of understanding of people, objects, and functions will become 
especially useful when we consider the specific represented world of the 
performer. Therefore, I turn now to the work of Constantin Stanislavski whose 
ideas may be viewed explicitly through the lens of phenomenology. 
A Phenomenological Interpretation of Stanislavski’s Acting Theory 
Constantin Stanislavski (1863-1938) was an actor and director who 
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developed and outlined a “system” for training actors during the course of his 
work with the Moscow Art Theater. His ideas, outlined in multiple books, 
including An Actor Prepares, influenced countless practitioners around the world, 
most famously Lee Strasberg and his “method” approach. While many of the 
American variants of his system were distortions, his influence on modern acting 
theory is nonetheless strong.53 In An Actor Prepares, Stanislavski outlines a 
fictionalized first-year acting program, vividly describing the activities of the 
teachers and students involved.  
Johnston points out the “striking” connections between Stanislavki’s work 
and phenomenology: “Stanislavski is detailing an acting process that requires an 
embodied understanding of the way that the world presents itself to human 
consciousness in its rich, lived experience.”54 Johnston explores several aspects of 
Stanislavski’s system that might be understood as types of phenomenological 
insight, outlining the ways Stanislavski’s acting theory and Heidegger’s 
phenomenology intersect and enhance each other. He writes, “The conceptual 
territory between these two thinkers constitutes a third space where a fruitful 
dialogue might be possible between the practical understanding of the actor and 
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the theoretical project of phenomenology.”55 
Most of the time, Dasein engages with the world in a state of absorption or 
familiarity. Heidegger says that, rather than being focused on the tools we use 
when we do our work, we are focused on the work itself. Kostya, the narrator of 
An Actor Prepares, describes an exercise in which the director asks him to pick up 
a package of nails that a workman had dropped on the stage. In doing so, he 
notes that the absorption in this task temporarily distracted him from the 
uncomfortable feeling of being on stage. Later in the book, the director explains:  
In ordinary life you walk and sit and talk and look, but on the stage you 
lose all these faculties. You feel the closeness of the public and you say to 
yourself, “Why are they looking at me?” And you have to be taught all 
over again how to do all these things in public.56 
 
In other words, actors must learn to make conscious acts that are utterly familiar 
to them in order to recreate them honestly onstage. 
Stanislavski points out the heightened sense of reality that exists for actor 
and audience during a theatrical performance. Tasks that are done in real life 
with no thought become exceedingly difficult when attempted onstage by an 
inexperienced actor: 
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Remember this: all of our acts, even the simplest, which are so familiar to 
us in everyday life, become strained when we appear behind the footlights 
before a public of a thousand people. That is why it is necessary to correct 
ourselves and learn again how to walk, move about, sit, or lie down. It is 
essential to re-educate ourselves to look and see, on the stage, to listen and 
to hear.57 
 
“Learning again” is the actor’s analysis of their own being-there. According to 
Johnston, it is similar to the way that Heidegger begins his investigation of the 
nature of being with a smaller-scale investigation of the specific being Dasein.58 
Early in the fictional course of study outlined in An Actor Prepares, 
Stanislavski describes how students try and, for the most part, fail to understand 
and demonstrate “purposeful action within the world.”59 Johnston interprets 
these descriptions phenomenologically, as “symptoms of a wider 
misapprehension of the nature of being.”60 Stanislavski teaches that “all action in 
the theatre must have an inner justification, be logical, coherent and real.”61 This 
inner justification comes from the actor’s own experiences. In this way, 
Stanislavski begins his exploration of acting in the same way that Heidegger 
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begins his ontology of being—with Dasein, the being which is individual, which 
is “in each case mine.”62 
Stanislavski also elucidates the power of the word “if” for an actor. After 
describing a set of circumstances for an acting exercise, Stanislavski has his 
fictional director give the following instruction to his students: “Let me see what 
you would do if my supposed facts were true.”63 The word “if” for Stanislavski 
becomes a key that unlocks an actor’s creative potential. “If” does not require an 
actor to actually believe what they are doing or saying; it merely asks them to 
honestly portray what they would say or do if such things were true. This is a 
key distinction Stanislavski makes: “The secret of the effect of if lies first of all in 
the fact that it does not use fear or force, or make the artist do anything. On the 
contrary, it reassures him through its honesty, and encourages him to have 
confidence in a supposed situation.”64 Johnston interprets this “if” as “none other 
than the demand for the creation of a ‘world’ in its rich, lived experience, not as 
actuality, but as possibility on stage.”65 Both Heidegger and Stanislavski 
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apparently see the individual not as separate from the world but as immersed 
within it. 
Heidegger also introduces a concept that may be particularly helpful in 
thinking about the way that high school students exist in the world and interact 
with the others that share their world with them: befindlichkeit, a neologism that 
might be roughly translated as “disposedness” but is more usefully thought of as 
mood.66 Heidegger rejects the idea that moods are strictly internal or 
psychological, but neither are they an external force.67 Instead, in both Being and 
Time and in his lecture series The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, he 
characterizes moods as “atmospheres in which we are steeped.”68 He writes, “A 
mood assails us. It comes neither from ‘outside’ nor from ‘inside,’ but arises out 
of being-in-the-world, as a way of such being.”69 The atmospheric quality of 
moods explains why others’ moods affect us. Heidegger says, “Moods are not 
side-effects, but are something which in advance determine our being with one 
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another.”70 Recalling that Dasein is what it is because its being is an issue for it, 
“The ways in which our being matters are disclosed in mood.”71  
As we pursue life-projects, our being-in-a-mood may not be brought to 
conscious awareness. On stage, however, the actor must not only be aware of his 
or her mood but must also have the ability to control it. For this reason, 
Stanislavski has his students engage in exercises to facilitate emotional memory. 
The actor is not meant to re-experience these emotional memories directly and, in 
fact, may find it difficult to do so. “Our artistic emotions are, at first, as shy as 
wild animals and they hide in the depths of our souls. If they do not come to the 
surface spontaneously you cannot go after them and find them. All you can do is 
to concentrate your attention on the most effective kind of lure for them.”72 
Johnston draws a parallel between the way that Stanislavski describes 
“communion,” which includes all the ways we connect with other people, and 
Heidegger’s concept of being-with-others. The students in An Actor Prepares learn 
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that communion with others is constant. Even when one student suggests that 
his contemplation of a chandelier is a counter-example, the teacher reminds him 
that, in fixating on the chandelier, he is communing with the individual who 
created the chandelier.73  
This is what Heidegger means when he describes the world of Dasein as a 
“with-world.” “Being-in is being-with Others.”74 In Heideggerian terms, being-
in-the-world involves living “concernfully” (as Johnston puts it) alongside 
objects that may be ready-to-hand, equipment for use by Dasein. Stanislavski 
describes lessons designed to aid students’ connection to and understanding of 
these objects that surround us, both real and present on the stage and imagined 
in the given circumstances of a play. These exercises lead the students to see 
objects as “invested with the twofold significance of the character’s world and 
the activity of the actor on the stage.”75 Moreover, Stanislavski’s description is 
very much in line with the three aspects of Dasein-with that Mulhall identified: 
just as Dasein exists in the world, familiar with the objects and others it 
encounters, even when they are not physically present, so does the actor exist on 
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stage. 
Johnston proceeds to show how Stanislavski provides the tools with 
which actors can analyze and understand the structure of actions. The characters 
in An Actor Prepares attend a dinner where they are served a turkey that becomes 
a metaphor for understanding units and objectives within a larger play. “No; you 
cannot make a single mouthful of a whole turkey or a five-act play. Therefore 
you must carve it, first, into large pieces […].”76 These pieces are then cut into 
even smaller pieces and so on until the actor arrives at a piece that is easily 
digestible. In this way, each small action ultimately points back to the continued 
existence of the human subject. “The ‘involvement structure’ of the world and 
the ‘towards-which’ of behavior are analyzed in the ‘bits’ and ‘goals’ of action (in 
life and within a scene).”77  On stage and (because of the inherent similarity 
between the world of the stage and the real world) in life, the span of our 
existence is made up of ever smaller moments that add up to a play—or a life. 
The intersection of Heidegger’s phenomenology and Stanislavski’s acting 
theory provides a useful starting point for thinking about the lived experiences 
to be explored in the present research. The way that the experiences we are 
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attempting to understand are rooted in the lifeworlds of those who are 
experiencing is laid out by Heidegger and Stanislavski both, the former in the 
world and the latter in the represented world of the theatrical stage. I turn now 
to a discussion of the lifeworlds of the students I will introduce to you in Chapter 
Four—the lifeworlds of high school musical theater students. 
 
The Phenomenological Lifeworlds of Students 
The term “Lifeworld” (Lebenswelt) was used by Husserl as early as 1917, 
and he characterized it as “the only real world, the one that is actually given 
through perception.”78 When we speak about the lifeworlds of high school 
students, we speak about the world as they experience it, the world as they come 
into contact with it, the world in which they are rooted, in Heideggerian terms, 
concernfully. The phenomenology of Being and Time suggests two fundamental 
characteristics of the lifeworld: the first is temporality, which Heidegger 
considered so central to the experience of being that he gave it equal billing in 
the title of his book. The second is sociality, or the degree to which Dasein is a 
kind of being-with-others, who are also Dasein. I will now discuss both of these 
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characteristics specifically. 
Beings Experience Time 
 Time had, of course, been a topic of great interest to philosophers for 
centuries before Heidegger, with different thinkers offering varying 
interpretations for its experience and perception by humans. The twentieth 
century was a particularly fertile time for philosophers interested in the 
concept.79 Husserl viewed it similarly to Heidegger as fundamental to the 
phenomenological project, recalling Augustine’s words from the fourth century: 
“What, then, is time? I know well enough what it is, provided that nobody asks 
me; but if I am asked what it is and try to explain, I am baffled.”80 As I have done 
elsewhere, I am consciously limiting the scope of my exploration of time to 
Heidegger and selected related phenomenologists both because of the relevance 
of Heidegger’s ideas to the experience of theatrical time and to ensure that my 
theoretical framework is focused and manageable. 
For Heidegger, time is “the underlying structure of being.”81 Husserl had 
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earlier set aside (bracketed) understandings of time rooted in math (the 
breakdown of days, hours, minutes, etc.) or physical structures (time as 
displayed on clocks, for example) in favor of exploring how time is actually 
experienced.82 As de Warren explains it, “The awareness that an event […] is now 
elapsing is inseparable from a pre-reflective self-awareness that I am myself now 
having such an experience.”83 Heidegger, as I have said, places time on an equal 
footing with being. De Warren suggests that, for Heidegger, “’being’ and ‘time’ 
are not dissociable questions, but form a single question: being and time.”84 
However, Heidegger abandoned the project of Being and Time. It originally was 
meant to have two parts of three divisions each, though he ultimately only 
completed two divisions of Part I.85 His “analysis of time and temporality has 
been one of the least influential aspects of Being and Time,” according to Blattner, 
because the discussion of time remains unfinished.86  
 Another phenomenologist, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, takes up the 
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consideration of time, denying that time “is an objective feature of reality. 
Instead, he holds that it is constituted in experience.”87 Rather than a never-
ending stream of nows (a constant flow of present moments), Merleau-Ponty 
sees the past and future as included in the present, but only implicitly. 
Romdenh-Romluc explains Merleau-Ponty’s idea, writing, “At each moment, I 
perceive possibilities for action, some of which I take up by acting. Merleau-
Ponty holds that time’s going by is constituted by this movement from the 
possible to the actual.”88 The present experienced moment includes an implicit 
experience of past moments, and an expectation of potential future moments. 
 For students in school, the experience of time, or movement from possible 
to actual, involves multiple horizons. In all cases, the experience of time is 
wrapped up in an implicit understanding of the present moment as a threshold 
into unknown futures. There is a movement from previous years of schooling 
into the four years spent in high school, and there is the movement through high 
school to graduation. Within these larger movements, there is the sense of 
moving through individual school years, semesters, quarters, school days, and 
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even individual classes. Furthermore, the experience of time flows through 
curricular activity and extra-curricular activity, or time in a school building 
versus time outside of it. In all these instances, the experience of time underlies 
the experience of being, and students move from their present nows into 
actualized futures that they are constantly anticipating. 
Being-with Others 
In the context of high school musical theater activities, others exist for 
adolescent theater performers both onstage and offstage, and students’ 
engagement with those others is a fundamental part of their experience. The 
concept of a community of others may even be baked into the nature of the 
musical as an artistic genre by virtue of the role of the chorus: 
A modern musical theater chorus […] can be regarded as one of the 
characters. As one of the characters, and one specific kind of character 
hardly matched in any other theatrical genre, it achieves the simultaneous 
performance and presentation of community by virtue of its presentation 
on stage. It possesses intimate knowledge of the inner lives of other 
characters, understands the implications of other characters’ choices, and 
connects to the audience through alternately including and distancing it. 
The chorus, while consisting of discrete embodiments, displays perpetual 
congruity with individuals and the community, producing a unique 
presence that constructs and responds to the world of the musical and its 
audience.89 
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Millie Taylor has pointed out the distinction between the communities 
represented by golden age Hollywood film musicals—a mass without individual 
identities—and those seen in the ensemble musicals of more recent decades, in 
which each chorus member is given a distinctive individuality,90 and musical 
theater scholars have discussed the various manifestations of community onstage 
and in film, a topic which is largely tangential to the current study.91 At a basic 
level, however, there is a parallel between the communities that are created 
onstage by high school actors and the real-life community which does the 
creating.  
Generally, the actions of other people do not require interpretation; we 
simply understand them without thought. Heidegger calls the average person 
who exists in the world in this conventional way “das Man,” which Blattner 
translates as “the Anyone.”92 In Heidegger’s words, “We take pleasure and enjoy 
ourselves as one takes pleasure; we read, see, and judge about literature and art 
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as one sees and judges […].”93 Heidegger uses the term “averageness” to describe 
this state of being.94 
Heidegger’s descriptions of being-with, das Man, and averageness are not 
meant to be interpreted emotionally or sociologically. At the same time, as 
Blattner points out, he does describe patterns of “social normativity.”95 In 
particular, Heidegger outlines the concept of “deviance,” and the care we have 
about it he terms “distantiality.” Blattner explains: 
Deviance stands out for us, is conspicuous, and we are disturbed by it. 
Typically we seek to suppress it. […] We are subject to the attempts to 
suppress deviance on the part of others, so much so, in fact, that we 
suppress deviance in ourselves.96 
 
There are phenomenological insights here that seem immediately relevant to the 
adolescent experience of high school, a place where many of these social norms 
are instilled. While it may not be how Heidegger meant it, I suspect many can 
relate to the feeling of “suppressing deviance” during their school experience. 
Further, there is resonance in the difference between the collectivity of das Man 
and the individuality of Dasein with the nature of musical theater choruses. A 
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chorus may be a group of “Anyones” in which the actors are consciously 
suppressing deviance from each other, or a chorus may consist of an ensemble of 
individuals, which requires the actors to develop and express traits that make 
them unique. 
The phenomenological experience of others and how we encounter them 
was a common topic for twentieth-century phenomenologists after Heidegger, 
including Merleau-Ponty, who framed the question at root as, simply, “How are 
others possible?”97 Merleau-Ponty bases his answer to this question in his 
embodied view of our being-in-the-world. Because we experience the world 
through our embodied interaction with it, others are understood primordially. 
We intuitively recognize others as fundamentally like ourselves—similarly 
embodied beings-in-the-world.98 He writes, “[T]hrough phenomenological 
reflection I discover […] why the expressive instrument that we call a face can 
bear an existence just as my existence is borne by the knowing apparatus that is 
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my body.”99 Luna Dolezal elaborates: “Encountering another’s body solicits a 
response from one’s own body; there is communication between bodies that 
happens prior to conscious intentionality within interaction.”100 
 The French existential phenomenologist Jean-Paul Sartre, in writing about 
what he termed “the look,” provides a useful phenomenological description of 
the experience of encountering a corporeal other. Sartre points out that, inherent 
in identifying the intentional object of another person is a recognition that the 
other person is also seeing us: “’Being-seen-by-the-Other is the truth of ‘seeing-
the-Other.’”101 The existential quality of being-seen thrusts into our awareness 
our own corporeal self, which fades into the background when we are alone. 
Sartre writes, “I see myself because somebody sees me.”102 
 For Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, encounters with other people are 
inextricably linked with corporeality—embodied engagement with the world. 
Heidegger’s suggestion that Dasein is predisposed to suppress deviance, 
Merleau-Ponty’s position that all human interaction is embodied, and Sartre’s 
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description of embodied interaction between two people as fundamentally 
symbiotic take on particular resonance when considering adolescent lifeworlds. 
It is within the social framework of this lifeworld that students engage in the 
structured activities of school and extracurricular musical theater. In fact, 
DeRobertis writes, “From an existential-phenomenological developmental 
perspective, the scope of human world-openness, and thus human learning, are 
inextricably tied to one’s relations to others.”103 This is, therefore, an ideal 
moment to shift this discussion to the topic of learning. 
Phenomenology, Learning, and Arts Education 
Phenomenological research on the lifeworlds of students often highlights 
the way students are rooted as beings-in-the-world, seeking connections between 
the subjects at hand to the individuals immersed in the world of that subject. For 
example, Kozoll and Osborne conducted a study titled “Finding Meaning in 
Science: Lifeworld, Identity, and Self,” in which they sought to better understand 
how students might use science as a way of knowing the world and through this 
understanding bring enhanced meaning to science education.104 Similarly, 
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Karuku explored the phenomenon of giving and receiving help in mathematics, 
an exploration rooted in the lived experiences of students’ encounters with math 
in and out of class.105 Henriksson describes such research as “the ‘missing link’ 
between theory and practice […]. It can silence the rush and roar in our everyday 
environment, and allow us to suddenly see our students and ourselves with new 
eyes, or perhaps just see and start to question what we take for granted.”106 
Looking at high school students’ experience of musical theater should be 
undertaken with a similar aim—questioning what may have been taken for 
granted—and with a view of high school musical theater as rooted in the 
lifeworld of the student. 
Characterizing learning as “an ability to revise existing patterns of feeling, 
thinking, and acting while intentionally accommodating changes and developing 
new competencies and orientations,” Küpers  suggests that learning is both 
ability and process, and students can become better at it over time.107 He 
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ultimately asserts that “learning can be interpreted phenomenologically as a way 
of being and becoming.”108  
DeRobertis reminds us that phenomenological accounts of learning, and 
phenomenological answers to questions about the experience of learning must 
come from the individual who is doing the learning.109 In the current study, the 
learners are students who experience high school musical theater. The experience 
itself is found in the context of schooling, where learners move from their 
experience of curricular learning to an experience of learning in an after-school 
rehearsal, a place that is set apart from the regular school day. These two 
divisions are then understood, whether consciously or not, in dialogue with each 
other. 
One phenomenologically useful way to conceptualize learning is provided 
by the performance studies scholar Robin Nelson.110 In outlining a model for arts 
practice as research, Nelson describes types of knowledge that can be obtained in 
ways beyond traditional classroom or academic activities, including “know-
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how,” “know-what,” and “know-that.” “Know-how” is, simply put, knowing 
how to do something—riding a bike, learning a dance step, or singing with 
learned technique. Know-how is a type of embodied knowledge. Nelson draws 
on, among others, the work of Alva Noë who writes, “our ability to perceive not 
only depends on, but is constituted by, our possession of . . . sensorimotor 
knowledge.”111 That is, perception is “intrinsically active”112 and rooted in our 
ability to skillfully and intuitively interact with the world around us. Recall 
Heidegger’s Zeug and Stanislavski’s exercises to ground actors with the tools of 
the stage. Acting is, in part, the art of making conscious sensorimotor skills that 
are unconscious, but inherent to the human experience. As Bert O. States puts it, 
acting is “the art of doing artificially what everyone else does naturally.”113 
Stanislavski, therefore, in authoring An Actor Prepares is demonstrating “know-
what” in the way that Nelson characterizes it: “pausing, standing back and 
thinking about what you are doing.”114 Finally, “know-that” can be thought of in 
terms of traditional academic work. The phenomenological interpretation of 
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learning as a way of being and becoming is useful because it accurately captures 
all three types of knowledge that Nelson articulates. In all cases, whether dealing 
with traditional academic learning, embodied skills, or the thoughtful reflection 
on those skills, the student is confronted with information and experiences that 
challenge and alter their perception of being-in-the-world, the performance they 
present to the world, and their ultimate interpretation of that lived experience. 
Nelson’s framework suggests the importance of embodied understanding 
as an end goal to learning—when we “know-how” to do something, that skill is 
embodied and fully integrated into our familiar interaction with the world 
around us. Bresler has pointed out that the arts “are an arena in which the body 
is central to the process of inquiry and constitutes a mode of knowing,” making 
the arts “a particularly rich place to explore what embodiment means for 
educational researchers and practitioners.”115 There is an important connection to 
be made here between understanding learning phenomenologically and 
understanding acting phenomenologically: learning is a process in which a 
student reassesses and adapts his way of being-in-the-world. Acting then, in a 
sense, might be considered as a specific type of learning, “a way of being and 
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becoming” that is manifestly performative.  
 Just as acting onstage is an embodied experience, so too is making music 
an activity that is fundamentally experienced through the prism of the body.116 
Bowman, using language evocative of Küpers, writes, “Musical learning is not so 
much a matter of what one knows as who one becomes”:117  
Developing skillful musical agency entails assuming and assimilating 
embodied stances, postures, and movements. In becoming skilled 
musicians, students assimilate the corporeal postures and gestures of a 
teacher—making them their own, weaving them into the dense fabric of 
their own embodied identity. Music is as much a matter of who they 
become as what they do.118 
 
Bowman, in the above paragraph, could just as well be specifically speaking 
about the way students learn musical theater. 
 Van der Schyff describes the special challenge of fostering creative and 
thoughtful engagement with the arts in the context of music education, and is 
worth quoting at length: 
In order to participate effectively musicians must seamlessly integrate and 
develop a wide range of embodied experience: large and small motor 
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actions; affective-emotional responses; complex and changing patterns of 
sound; as well as interactions with the immediate physical and social 
environment in which they find themselves. The musician must also 
comprehend, on some level at least, the larger socio-cultural implications 
of what it means to participate in a given musical event, as well as the 
relevance of this for their own identity and sense of self. For educators, 
this means that simply transmitting technical knowledge and getting 
students to play things “correctly” is not sufficient. Involved creative 
music making requires the musician to become acutely aware of the 
process of participation from multiple perspectives and to be able to 
develop new understandings of the shared musical worlds being enacted. 
Otherwise, the impressions, embodied activities, and evolving interplay of 
forms and emotions that constitute the aesthetic experience will remain 
vague and unrefined, and the musician will continue to depend on 
narrow, codified or externally dictated ways of understanding.119 
 
When considered in the context of musical theater in particular, van der 
Schyff’s description takes on even more resonance. The specific know-how of 
musical performance is layered on top of the equally complex know-how of 
dramatic performance to create a hybrid for which there are very few 
pedagogical resources that deal with how to actually teach these skills to high 
school students.120 
 This is not to say that resources on musical theater pedagogy do not exist. 
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Indeed, as far back as 1966, Lehman Engel was writing on the American musical 
as an artistic touchstone and outlining the practical considerations of producing a 
musical in amateur settings.121 More recently, writers and teachers such as David 
Craig, Millie Taylor, David Henson and Kenneth Pickering, Paul Harvard, and 
Joe Deer and Rocco Dal Vera have written texts aimed at musical theater 
performers and their instructors on the specific acting challenges the genre 
poses.122 Tellingly, however, these books are largely aimed at university-level or 
professional audiences, not high schools.  
In addition to pedagogic methods aimed at pre-professional actors, 
Engel’s books might represent the loose categorization of “how-to guides”—
books which offer a step-by-step guide to producing a musical for the 
inexperienced school or community theater director. Similar to the pedagogic 
methods, these guides are almost entirely not directed at audiences of music 
teachers, or even of school teachers more broadly. Rather, such texts are usually 
                                                                                                    
121 Lehman Engel, Planning and Producing the Musical Show (New York, NY: Crown, 1966); 
Engel, The American Musical Theater. 
122 David Craig, On Singing Onstage (New York: Applause, 1990). Millie Taylor, Singing 
for Musicals: A Practical Guide (Wiltshire: The Crowood Press Ltd, 2008). David Henson and 
Kenneth Pickering, Musical Theatre: A Workbook (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). Paul 
Harvard, Acting through Song: Techniques and Exercises for Musical-Theatre Actors (London: Nick 
Hern, 2013). Joe Deer and Rocco Dal Vera, Acting in Musical Theatre: A Comprehensive Course (New 
York: Routledge, 2016). 
  
50 
written by an experienced theatrical professional and targeted at any 
inexperienced theater director/producer, including community theaters and 
small regional theaters. As such, they do not address the specific pedagogical 
and philosophical issues associated with musical theater in schools and even 
make no assumption that their target audience will be directing shows with 
children or teenagers. Although Lehman Engel acknowledges the producer of 
high school musicals, for example, he makes no effort to address what makes 
high school productions distinct from those with adult amateurs or professional 
actors. Victor V. Bobetsky addresses musical theater production in a volume that 
offers practical advice aimed at middle school teachers, but middle school and 
high school pose different challenges.123 Two notable additions to the literature 
have been recently published as of the time of this writing, both of which 
specifically address pedagogical methods for teaching musical theater skills to 
high school-aged students. The more scholarly of the two is Herbert D. 
Marshall’s Strategies for Success in Musical Theater, while The iTheatrics Method 
provides a complete guide to all aspects of producing a musical.124  
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High School Musical Theater 
There has been considerable research on extra-curricular activities in the 
United States in general, though less so on the specific activity of musical theater. 
In one such study, researchers conducted focus groups with fifty-five 
adolescents, seeking to find “what types of developmental changes were salient 
for [them] in youth activities.”125 The authors found that the students 
overwhelmingly “portrayed themselves as the agents of their own development” 
and identified a number of specific themes including trying new things, gaining 
self-knowledge, learning your limits, learning to set realistic goals, learning effort 
and perseverance, learning to manage time, taking responsibility for oneself, 
learning to control anger and anxiety, preventing emotions from interfering with 
attention and performance, acquiring strategies for managing stress, learning to 
use positive emotions constructively, interacting with peers who would normally 
be outside their existing network, experiencing increased empathy and 
understanding, coming to experience loyalty and intimacy with peers, learning 
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to work together as a group, learning about leadership and responsibility, 
learning to take and give feedback, learning communication skills, and learning 
about the community and how it operates.126  
A team of developmental psychologists used a high school production of 
Les Misérables to “develop theoretical concepts about processes of adolescent 
emotional development and how settings can facilitate these processes.”127 The 
researchers formed three theoretical propositions out of their data. First, 
adolescents can be agents in their emotional development. Second, repeated 
exposure to “hot emotional episodes” throughout the production process 
contribute to development. For example, “the youth’s frequent experiences of 
‘the adrenaline rush’ from doing well, and their observation of this experience in 
others, appeared to provide conditions to learn both to use positive emotions for 
motivation and to contain expressions of personal pride.”128 Third, young people 
develop abilities to understand and manage emotions in part by drawing on the 
emotional culture of the setting. 
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The concept of “flow” has been a popular topic for research, especially in 
the field of sport psychology.129 One team of researchers sought to extend their 
study of flow to theatrical performers, conducting research with actors enrolled 
in a university degree program, and concluding that “actors are most likely to 
perform up to their abilities when the roles they play are neither beyond their 
capabilities nor so easy that they do not require their full repertoires of acting 
skills.”130 This balance is a key prerequisite for achieving a flow state and, by 
extension, developing the intrinsic motivation required to demonstrate 
persistence over the long term in theater activities. The researchers suggest that 
the intrinsic motivation that develops from flow experiences “has been 
associated with increased effort and persistence, particularly when faced with 
failure experiences.”131 
Yassa investigated high schoolers’ involvement in creative drama 
activities and described students reporting that participation in such activities 
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increased their feelings of self-confidence, assertiveness, and their ability to 
regulate their emotions. The author also identified democracy, communication, 
respect, empathy, flexibility, and tolerance as skills demonstrated and 
strengthened through the observed activities.132 Although the sample size for this 
study was small, the results are in line with other research on the topic, including 
how creative drama “enables students to search for new possibilities within 
themselves and within the broader world” and to empathize “with the plight of 
others and become more understanding of others’ feelings.”133 
Music Education Studies 
The academic literature on high school musical theater (the “know-that” 
of this particular phenomenon) is relatively limited compared to other music 
performance ensembles in which researchers in the field of music education are 
interested. Nevertheless, there is a growing body of research on the subject, 
especially in doctoral dissertations, that provides a context for the present study. 
In addition to studies which seek to answer questions about high school musical 
theater, there is also literature that might be categorized as “how-to guides,” the 
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authors of which seek to provide advice to inexperienced coordinators at all 
levels and literature that attempts to provide justification for the inclusion of 
high school musical theater in the school curriculum. Neither of these topics are 
within the scope of this dissertation, however the interested reader can find a 
useful and thorough summary in Davey’s literature review.134  
 A common finding in the literature, notable as early as 1966 and echoed 
repeatedly in subsequent decades, is the degree to which music educators feel 
unprepared to facilitate musical theater activities in schools.135 An important 
element of these studies is the fact that music teachers are often asked to fulfill 
non-musical roles in musical theater productions, and it is these roles for which 
they feel particularly unprepared.136 In an interesting parallel, Brown and Urice 
argued that not enough attention is given to the process of theater, as opposed to 
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the end-product, even when training theater teachers, suggesting to me that a 
relative lack of attention to pedagogy might be common to both drama and 
musical theater teacher preparation.137 Other researchers have examined musical 
theater at the elementary level, relevantly including Ogden, who asked adults to 
recall childhood experiences of elementary school musical theater and described 
a central finding to be the “tension between what is valued in schools and what 
is valued over a lifetime.”138 
 One of the most comprehensive studies to date on high school musical 
theater was conducted by van Houten, who gathered student logs and 
conducted observations and interviews from three different high school musical 
theater productions in order to provide an overview of each school’s musical 
theater programs. Her findings suggest commonalities in high school students’ 
reasons for involvement in musical theater activities, including desires to have 
fun, grow as performers, increase their understanding of the art form, and 
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collaborate on a final product in which they could take pride.139 Other researchers 
have found similar results.140 
 
Conclusion 
 There are a few impressions that the existing body of research on high 
school musical theater gives when considered in totality. In particular, there 
appears to be an assumption that high school musical theater is a widespread 
activity in high schools throughout the United States, and there is evidence that 
at least some music teachers feel unprepared for leading these activities and 
might therefore benefit from a better understanding of the art form or more 
support and preparation before undertaking the job. On the student side, the 
activity appears to offer a range of benefits from the psychological, to the 
emotional/social, to the artistic.  
 These findings however, in the context of the present study, are 
assumptions. Regardless of the scientific rigor in which they were reached, any 
benefits previous students may have articulated or facts about the reach of the 
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activity are presuppositions that, according to the phenomenological method, 
must be set aside. In the next chapter, I will describe the methodology I used to 
conduct this research in detail. Instrumental to that process is the 
acknowledgement of the framework and findings I have articulated above. By 
setting aside what other researchers have found, we are better able to approach 
the students in this study as individuals and to open ourselves to their own 
unique experiences. These students are not thinking about pedagogy, or of the 
benefits they are getting from being in a musical. They are simply showing up 
and experiencing. My task is to understand that experience, as it happened for 
them.  
 
Returning to the Phenomenological Question 
The phenomenological question at the heart of this project is: What is the 
lived experience of rehearsing for and performing in a high school musical? 
The preceding discussion, however, suggests that understanding lived 
experience necessarily involves exploring fundamental structures that underlie 
the experience of the lifeworld, specifically temporality and sociality. Thus, two 
sub-questions emerge.  
Regarding temporality, the high school musical theater experience is 
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bounded by time, in that the process of staging a single production both begins 
and ends. Further, as an extracurricular activity it occurs outside the temporal 
structure of the standard academic school day. High school musical theater is an 
activity that is set apart in time. The first sub-question of the main 
phenomenological question seeks to explore how these boundings are 
experienced by students: What is the lived experience of time, as set apart, for 
the high school musical? Regarding sociality, Heidegger’s description of the 
world as a “with-world,” one in which our lived experience is inseparable from 
our encounters with others, can be transferred to the high school musical theater 
phenomenon by asking: What is the lived experience of encountering and 
being-with others in a high school musical? Finally, high school is an 
educational space in which learning takes place. This suggests a third sub-
question, namely: What is the lived experience of learning in a high school 
musical? All of these sub-questions add nuance to the main phenomenological 
question and will allow for entrances into the lived experiences of the students 
who participated in this study. 
 
Chapter Overview 
 This dissertation is divided into seven chapters. In Chapter One, I 
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presented an introduction to the topic, a statement of the problem, the rationale 
for investigating this research problem and, more specifically, investigating it 
phenomenologically, and I identified the research purpose and question. In 
Chapter Two, I have presented the theoretical framework for this study, as well 
as an overview of relevant literature on the topic of high school musical theater. 
Chapter Three outlines the research methodology I employed and explains 
specific decisions I made with regards to methods. Chapter Four presents an 
overview of the research site, the five students who participated in this study, 
and a summary of my own life experiences that led to my decision to undertake 
this research. Chapters Five and Six comprise the “findings” of the study in the 
form of a narrative description of lived experiences of high school musical 
theater along with critical analysis of those experiences. Finally, in Chapter Seven 
I reflect on the findings presented in Chapters Five and Six and offer suggestions 
for future work in the field. 
  
  
61 
CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
“Who can tell you why?” 
—Emile, Act I, Scene 1 
  
The Starting Point 
Van Manen makes the importance of understanding experience for 
pedagogy clear: “Pedagogy requires a hermeneutic ability to make interpretive 
sense of the phenomena of the lifeworld in order to see the pedagogic 
significance of situations and relations of living with children.”141 The choices we 
make as teachers flow from our understanding of who our students are and what 
they experience. Viewed in this way, the phenomenological research question 
that forms the basis for this study becomes practical: what is the lived 
experience of rehearsing for and performing in a high school musical? 
Van Manen describes phenomenology as “a method of methods,”142 a 
phrase he employs in pointing out that the phenomenological tradition includes 
a wide range of philosophers and writers. He writes, “there are indeed a variety 
of philosophical insights that may guide our inquiries.”143 Importantly, van 
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Manen points out that, unlike phenomenological philosophers such as Heidegger 
and Merleau-Ponty, phenomenological researchers often borrow methods from 
the social sciences “(1) to gather systematically experiential material and (2) to 
use reflective methods to thematize the meanings embedded in the experiential 
material.”144 In Chapter Two, I summarized the philosophical ideas I used in 
guiding this specific inquiry. Now, taking van Manen as a guide, I will outline 
the specific methodological steps I employed. In doing so, I am also mindful of 
Porter and Cohen’s overview of phenomenological research, in particular their 
guidance regarding ensuring that the resulting research report is as useful as 
possible to the wider community of scholars and educators.145 
 
Selection of Research Participants 
 Uncovering lived experience is the primary purpose of this study, and the 
best source for that lived experience clearly is a high school student who is living 
through a musical production. Understanding experience from individuals who 
are close to the phenomenon in question is standard practice in 
phenomenological research and, for this reason, selection of participants becomes 
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a primary consideration.146 It is important to remember that the aim of 
phenomenological research is not propositional generalization.147 Instead, “we 
gather other people’s experiences because they allow us to become more 
experienced ourselves.”148 So, the criterion for selecting students for this study 
was that they were experiencing high school musical theater. Furthermore, 
unlike random sampling or maximum variation sampling for some case-study 
traditions, “the general aim should be to gather enough experientially rich 
accounts that make possible the figuration of powerful experiential examples or 
anecdotes that help to make contact with life as it is lived.”149 While having 
enough data to craft a meaningful description is vital, van Manen also warns of 
the danger of conducting too many interviews, which can result in “shallow 
reflection.”150 Consequently, for this study I chose to work with five students. 
Selecting five students provided an opportunity to gather a variety of 
experiences while avoiding the danger of having too much information to 
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process. In addition, relating the experiences of more than one of the variety of 
students who participate in musical theater, I anticipated, would provide more 
opportunities to elicit empathetic reactions in my readers. 
Ethical considerations for the study included avoiding students at the 
school where I teach, gaining parental consent for minors, and ensuring 
anonymity for all participants. Van Manen associates the ethics of 
phenomenological research with the ethics of pedagogy, reminding us that 
“intense conversational interviews may lead to new levels of self-awareness, 
possible changes in life-style, and shifting priorities of living.”151 An essential 
aspect of information for potential participants and their parents was their 
awareness of the nature of the phenomenological interview and the types of 
questions students would be asked to address. Undertaken with care, however, 
“phenomenology tends to foster ethical sensitivities, interpretive talents, and 
thoughtfulness and tact in professional activities, relations, and situations.”152 
I sought out a research site that had a stable musical theater program, so 
there would be students who had participated for multiple years as well as 
students new to the process, and a program coordinator who was amenable to 
                                                                                                    
151 Van Manen, Researching Lived Experience, 162-63. 
152 Van Manen, Phenomenology of Practice, 68. 
  
65 
his or her students’ participation. In this way, the pool of potential students who 
might agree to be interviewed could be substantial, and they would know that 
their teacher supported their involvement in my study.  
With this decision made, I created recruitment scripts (See Appendix 1), 
which were approved by the Boston University Institutional Review Board. First, 
I sent an email to musical theater teachers and their school principals requesting 
permission to contact students in their schools regarding my study. The schools I 
contacted were all in the New York City metropolitan area—any further and this 
study would not have been practical with my full-time teaching job. Ultimately, I 
received permission from a school in New Jersey (see Chapter Four for a 
description of the site and the students) to work with their students. 
I also sought input from the program’s music director regarding which 
students might be rich sources of data. Specifically, I was seeking students who 
represented a range of class years, varying degrees of experience with 
performing in musicals, and who seemed likely to follow through with the 
requirements of the research. The teacher suggested names to me that fulfilled 
these criteria and, with her support, I provided the students and their parents 
with a letter explaining my project and inviting them to be a part of it. All five of 
the students who I invited accepted my invitation, and after they and their 
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parents reviewed and signed the IRB-approved informed consent documents, 
they were officially enrolled in the study. This process occurred after their 
production had been cast, but before any rehearsals had taken place.  
 
Data Collection 
Phenomenological Interviews 
Once the students were enrolled, I proceeded to schedule the first round 
of interviews. According to van Manen, the aim of phenomenological interviews 
is different than interviews conducted for other types of research because they 
“gather prereflective experiential accounts.”153 He provides clear suggestions for 
what kinds of questions to ask: 
Ask the person to think of a specific instance, situation, person, or event. 
When exactly did this happen? What were you doing? Who said what? 
And what did you say then? What happened next? How did it feel? What 
else do you remember about the event? (Do not ask for interpretations, 
explanations, generalizations, speculations, or for anything that may get 
away from telling the experience as lived through.) In other words, 
explore the whole experience (story, anecdote) to the fullest.154 
 
Using this guidance, I created scripts for three interviews each with the five 
students I worked with (see Appendix 2). The first interview took place during 
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their first week of rehearsals, the second about halfway through the rehearsal 
process, and the third interview soon after the final performance of the show. 
 I chose not to return interview and journal transcripts to the research 
participants for editing and clarification. One argument in favor of completing 
this step in the context of phenomenological research would be to give an 
individual who has lived the experience in question an opportunity to confirm 
that the representation of lived experience by the researcher is resonant with 
their own experience. On the other hand, describing lived experience grows 
more challenging as time passes between the experience itself and its description. 
Rather than clarifying these experiences, allowing students to read and amend 
their descriptions might lead further away from the lived experience if the 
students chose to change their descriptions based on any reflection that might 
have occurred on their part in the intervening weeks and months. In the end, the 
possibility of distorting the lived experience was not a risk that felt worth taking, 
although I acknowledge that other scholars might make a different decision. 
Journals 
 In addition to the interviews, I invited the students to complete weekly 
personal journals as a supplementary data source, guided by similarly 
phenomenological questions. Through the journals, I was aiming to provide the 
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students with both an invitation and the means to capture experiences that stood 
out to them as soon after these experiences happened as possible, which is why I 
gave them the open-ended prompt to simply “describe one experience that 
stands out to you from today’s rehearsal in as much detail as possible” (See 
Appendix 2).  
Just as with the interviews, journals provided an opportunity for first-
person accounts of lived experience, and they served the practical purpose of 
providing research participants with a means of recording their experiences 
more often throughout the musical theater production process than was practical 
with interviews alone. I allowed the students to record their journals in any 
medium that worked for them. Four students typed up written journals and sent 
them to me via email. One student chose to send me an audio journal created 
with a voice recording app on a mobile phone. The students, for the most part, 
sent me new journal entries once per week. 
 
Data Analysis 
The Phenomenological Reduction 
Once I had received all of the data, I created complete transcripts for each 
student, chronologically inserting their journal entries into their interview 
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transcripts. My goal was to create an accounting of the entire musical theater 
process in each of the five students’ own words. The basic phenomenological 
method for analyzing this collected data, in order to gain access to the essence of 
these lived experiences, is called the phenomenological reduction, and it consists 
of two parts: the epoché and the reduction proper.155 As introduced in Chapter 
Two, epoché refers to the process by which the researcher brackets out preexisting 
attitudes and beliefs in order to approach the phenomenon in question with an 
open mind. 
Once the phenomenological attitude is created through epoché, the 
reduction proper can occur. “The aim of the reduction is to reachieve a direct and 
primitive contact with the world as we experience it or as it shows itself.”156 The 
reduction proper is a continual process of writing and rewriting through which 
the data gathered from research participants is analyzed and a rich narrative is 
crafted to relate the lived experiences of the students. 
The concept of the phenomenological reduction can be traced back to 
Husserl, who described its “discovery”: “For us, the Objective world is as if it 
were placed in brackets. What remains to us is the totality of the phenomena of 
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the world, phenomena which are grasped by reflection as they are absolutely in 
themselves.”157  Husserl believed that “putting aside psychological, cultural, 
religious, and scientific assumptions” would bring out new understandings and 
insights about the phenomenon in question.158 Heidegger, in contrast, rejected the 
idea that a complete reduction was possible, believing that it was neither feasible 
nor necessary to go beyond an understanding of being-in-the-world.159 
Heidegger criticized Husserl’s framing of the phenomenological 
reduction, while still acknowledging the reduction’s fundamental place in 
phenomenological inquiry. In particular, as Cerbone points out, one of 
Heidegger’s key criticisms was of Husserl’s claim that the reduction allowed for 
presuppositionless inquiry. Instead, assumptions abounded in Husserl’s work.160 
Heidegger therefore redefined Husserl’s term for himself: “For us 
phenomenological reduction means leading phenomenological vision back from 
apprehension of a being, whatever may be the character of that apprehension, to 
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the understanding of the being of this being (projecting upon the way it is 
unconcealed).”161 The key distinction here is that Heidegger firmly roots his 
understanding of meaning within the framework of the world (recall that 
Heidegger rejects the subject-object interpretation of Husserl, in favor of the 
embodied nature of Dasein). Heidegger was one of several philosophers who 
were critical of Husserl’s reduction yet still adopted the basic idea for their own 
use.162 Foucault, for example, “share[d] Husserl’s methodological insight that 
some kind of ‘bracketing’ is necessary before it is possible to investigate 
transcendental conditions.”163 Similarly, “Derrida took constant inspiration from 
Husserl’s idea of the epoché.”164 
The reduction, for Husserl, allowed for a pure mode of consciousness that 
was free from presupposition and, for him, this was largely the source of 
phenomenology’s legitimacy as a method of inquiry.165 In the twenty-first 
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century, how do scholars make sense of bracketing as useful and perhaps 
necessary in light of Heidegger’s contention that a pure state is impossible, or as 
Merleau-Ponty puts it, “The most important lesson of the reduction is the 
impossibility of a complete reduction.”166 As Cerbone asks, “can 
[phenomenology] nonetheless maintain its privileged status?”167 In partial answer 
to this very broad question, Cerbone asserts, “Any claim to greater descriptive 
adequacy requires—must be accompanied by—arguments to demonstrate that 
what the phenomenologist wants to exclude really are prejudices and 
distortions.”168 
Fortunately, van Manen’s phenomenological method includes exactly this 
argument. For him, the reduction is not a matter of simply passively 
acknowledging our preexisting biases and understandings about a phenomenon 
or ignoring the existing body of research on a topic. “The way in which to 
bracket theoretical meaning is not to ignore it but to examine it for possibilities of 
extracting phenomenological sensibilities.”169 Similarly, we must make our 
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personal presuppositions explicit, “not in order to forget them, but rather to hold 
them deliberately at bay.”170 The goal is to approach the phenomenon with the 
attitude of openness and wonder.171 This wonder—a genuine curiosity and desire 
for understanding—can then be transferred through the written text from 
researcher to reader. Merleau-Ponty again: “[The philosopher] accepts nothing as 
established from what men or scientists believe they know.”172 
What does this look like in practice? In the present research project, the 
epoché has two important parts. First is the presentation and bracketing out of the 
results of previously conducted research on high school musical theater, 
accomplished in Chapter Two. Second, it is important to articulate and 
acknowledge my own experiences as a performer of high school musicals, a 
facilitator of my own student’s performances, and a professional musician who 
believes in the value of theater as an art form. I will do this in Chapter Four. The 
epoché process is what allows me to view the experiences of the interviewed 
students as separate from my own preconceived notions. The reduction proper 
occurred continuously throughout a process of evaluating the produced and 
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transcribed texts of participants, identifying themes, and writing various drafts 
of this document, especially Chapters Five and Six. The writing process is critical 
in phenomenological inquiry, and van Manen views research and writing as 
inseparable: “The research IS the writing.”173  
Analysis through Writing 
I will admit that van Manen’s proclamation (“The research IS the 
writing”) makes far more sense to me in hindsight than it did at the outset of this 
project. Setting out to follow his recommended research method as outlined in 
Phenomenology of Practice, I soon discovered that I had committed to a rigorous 
and layered process.174 The first step was to combine the totality of interview 
transcripts and journal entries for each of the five students into narratives. The 
result was five distinct accounts of the musical theater experience, one for each 
student. I then read and reread these narratives in search of phenomenological 
meaning.  
Van Manen suggests three layers of analysis: first, there is a “wholistic 
reading approach” in which one considers the entire text, asking “How can the 
eidetic, originary, or phenomenological meaning or main significance of the text 
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as a whole be captured?”175 Second is a “selective reading approach,” in which 
the texts are separated into elements, and the researcher considers, “What 
statement(s) or phrase(s) seem particularly essential or revealing about the 
phenomenon or experience being described?”176 Third is the “detailed reading 
approach,” which involves looking at each individual sentence asking, “What 
may this sentence or sentence cluster be seen to reveal about the phenomenon or 
experience being described?”177 The reduction therefore became a process of 
moving back and forth between these layers of analysis as I read, reread, 
considered, and wrote about my discoveries. This writing process is, ultimately, 
the heart of van Manen’s phenomenological method:  
Writing is the method. And to ask what method is in phenomenological 
inquiry is to ask for the nature of writing. Writing is a producing activity. 
The writer produces text, but he or she produces more than text. The 
writer produces himself or herself. The writer is the product of his or her 
own product. Writing is the kind of self-making or forming. To write is to 
measure the depth of things, as well as to come to a sense of one’s own 
depth.178 
 
 The practical manifestation of these ideas for this study primarily 
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consisted of the drafting and redrafting (and redrafting) of Chapters Five and 
Six. Although explaining the process in a chapter on methods may appear step-
wise or linear, it is impossible (and not particularly helpful) to think of the 
process in this way. Instead, I took inspiration from van Manen’s description of 
different types of draft writing, each with different purposes:179 
• Heuristic draft writing, which involves turning to the question at 
hand and maintaining the attitude of openness and wonder. 
 
• Experiential draft writing, which involves ensuring that 
“recognizable and compelling” lived experiences are present in the 
text. 
 
• Thematic draft writing, which involves looking for succinct phrases 
that take us closer to the essence of the phenomenon at hand. 
 
• Insight cultivating draft writing, which involves reflecting on the 
phenomenon by drawing on other scholarly sources. 
 
• Vocative draft writing, which “strives for the text to be addressive 
and speak to our whole embodied being.”180 
 
• Inceptual draft writing, which seeks deeper meaning. 
 
By approaching writing through these various drafts, it was my intention to 
weave stories of the five student research participants with critical reflection and 
a search for interpretive meaning. A rich, narrative portrayal of the student 
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experience of high school musical theater resulted, which is aimed at eliciting 
empathetic responses from readers. Van Manen writes, “In phenomenologically-
composed texts, the human being recognizes, creates, and imagines forms of 
being, significations of humanness. This means that phenomenology does not 
only describe what something is, it also explores what this phenomenon can 
mean.”181 
Ultimately, one of the most important tasks of the phenomenological 
researcher might be creating “resonance”: “Resonance means that the reader 
recognizes the plausibility of an experience even if he or she has never personally 
experienced this particular moment or this kind of event.”182 Recall van Manen’s 
purpose: “We gather other people’s experiences because they allow us to become 
more experienced ourselves.”183 When we recognize, value, and identify with the 
lived experiences of our students, we can become more thoughtful, more caring, 
and more engaged teachers. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: OVERVIEW OF THE CASE 
“Here am I, your special island!” 
—Mary, Act I, Scene 3 
 
 In this chapter, I will describe the students I worked with for this project 
and the program in which they are involved. As discussed in Chapter Three, I 
will also describe my own background and experience, as the final component of 
the epoché that must precede any phenomenological study. In providing the 
context for this research, I felt it was important to present the experience from the 
students’ point of view. Part of this desire means that I have chosen to limit 
demographic information and details for the site unless such details were 
brought up independently by the students themselves. What follows is, 
therefore, an admittedly brief introduction that includes only the contextual 
detail that is required to connect with the lived experiences presented in 
Chapters Five and Six. 
 
The School 
 Central Hills High School,184 located just over an hour’s drive from New 
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York City in a small New Jersey suburb, is a public school of around 750 students 
in grades nine through twelve. Demographically, the student body is 
predominantly white, with less than twenty percent of students identifying as 
black, Hispanic, or Asian or Pacific Islander.185 The school produces one musical 
per year, directed by an English teacher and assisted by another teacher who also 
acts as a producer of sorts. The music director and conductor for the musical is 
the school’s band director. The choreographer is hired specifically for the show 
and is not a faculty member. 
 The performances, along with most rehearsals, take place in what the 
students refer to as a “cafetorium”—a space that is a combined auditorium and 
cafeteria. There is a raised stage on one side of the room and tiered bleacher 
seating on the other, as well as space for chairs to be set up on the floor. The band 
room is located just behind the stage, and it is used for some music rehearsals 
and as a backstage space during the performances. Over the preceding several 
years, the school had staged a mix of classic and modern musicals, often 
alternating a newer show with an older one. The show the students were 
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preparing during this study was the 1949 Rodgers and Hammerstein musical 
South Pacific.  
 
The Students 
 I meet the students for the first time in an otherwise empty band room. 
Their music director, a friend and colleague of mine, has arranged this first 
meeting for us, and she introduces me to them before leaving us to discuss the 
study. I do not know what to make of them at first—these students who must in 
many ways be similar to my own (they have an evident desire to participate in 
activities that I supervise, after all), but feel so alien to me as we sit in the broken 
circle that has naturally taken shape. 
 The students have already agreed to participate, and they provide me 
with the consent forms that they and their parents have filled out, so I am 
assured that they know the basics of their involvement in my project. For some 
reason, however, I am surprised when they do not have any additional 
questions. Their lack of engagement worries me—is this a sign that they will not 
be articulate? That they will not provide me with rich data for my research? 
 I reflect on this question and realize that there could be even more going 
on here. These students have just been introduced to me by their teacher, and 
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they know that their teacher and I have a friendly relationship. Does this 
separate me into an exclusionary category? Am I on the other side of a wall 
between “us” (the students) and “them” (the teachers)? Will these students trust 
me enough to share their thoughts and feelings? Meeting them in person has 
made palpable an understanding that had previously been unconscious—a 
formal document promising to keep their words in confidence and to protect 
their identities would not be enough to help these students trust me. I would 
need to show them somehow that I was not looking for “right” answers, that I 
was not out to judge them or their teachers or their program, that I was 
genuinely interested in what they had to say, whatever that may be.  
I was not sure I knew how to do that, so I stuck to my plan—to introduce 
myself and to set a time for when each of us would have our first hour long 
interview and how they would send their journal entries to me. Once those 
interviews were scheduled, I said goodbye and drove back to New York City 
while they headed to rehearsal. At that point, I knew only the information I 
present below about these students. 
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Kevin 
 “Kevin” is a sixteen-year-old junior. This production is his third high 
school musical, and he does not participate in any other theatrical programs 
outside of school. He is also a trombone player and active in the school’s band 
program. Kevin was cast as “Stewpot” in this production. 
 
Taylor 
 “Taylor” is a fourteen-year-old freshman. She has participated in middle 
school musicals, but this is her first high school production. She too participates 
in the band program, playing the French horn. Taylor is playing “The Professor.” 
 
Carly 
 “Carly” is a fifteen-year-old sophomore who has been participating in 
musicals both in and out of school since she was eight. She participates in a 
musical theater training program at a local college on the weekends and hopes to 
study musical theater in college and perform professionally as an adult. In this 
production, Carly is playing “Nellie.” 
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Michael 
 “Michael” is an eighteen-year-old senior. This is his fourth and final high 
school musical. He is participating in the same musical theater training program 
as Carly, and plans to major in musical theater in college himself next year, with 
hopes to pursue a professional career thereafter. Michael is playing “Emile” in 
this production. 
 
Danielle 
 “Danielle” is a sixteen-year-old junior. Although she participated in a 
musical in middle school, this is her first high school show, as she has been active 
in the school’s cheerleading program in past years. This year she chose to 
audition for the musical instead of cheer, and is playing “Bloody Mary.” 
 
The Researcher 
 A phenomenological study tends to be more personal than other types of 
research, and my own background and experiences as a musician naturally 
influenced my approach to conducting this research and writing about it. While I 
was conducting interviews, reading journals, and writing up this project, I was 
responsible for directing several middle school musicals, and music directing 
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and conducting high school productions. I also worked on a freelance basis with 
professional actors and singers on various musical and theatrical projects. I teach 
at a private school in the Upper West Side neighborhood of New York City, a 
school in which every student attends college, but relatively few plan to major in 
creative fields such as music or drama. Despite a grueling schedule of academic 
classes that requires them to complete several hours of homework each night, 
our high school shows regularly have casts of over forty students who 
voluntarily agree to spend upwards of three hours a day after school for almost 
three months preparing a musical. 
 I attended a public high school in a small, rural town in Massachusetts. 
Despite the stark demographic differences between the high school I attended 
and the high school at which I teach, I recognize in my students the same passion 
and drive that my friends and I had when we participated in musical theater in 
high school. Their participation (as ours did) matters to them in a fundamental 
way. I often hear them describe their academic day as merely a hurdle they must 
clear in order to participate in the musical, and I remember feeling like that 
myself. Of course, in my own case, I went on after high school to major in music 
in college and to become a professional musician and music educator. I work 
professionally on musical theater projects in New York City and occasionally 
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around the country and, of course, I spend quite a bit of time in theaters as an 
audience member too. While many of my current students are enthusiastic 
musical theater fans who frequently attend Broadway shows, most of them do 
not share the long-term plan I had to work professionally in either theater or 
music education. 
 I have long wondered why so many students from so many different 
walks of life and with so many different priorities apparently share such a 
passion for this experience. Why does a musical theater performance bring a 
school community together like no other extra-curricular activity? Certainly, at 
every school of which I have been a part, more people are involved in the 
musical in some way, either as cast and crew members or as audience members, 
than almost any other activity. 
 It is my hope that this study will contribute to the goal of thoughtful 
pedagogy by encouraging music teachers to reflect on musical theater’s place in 
our students’ lives. Endeavoring to understand why and how our students value 
the activity—apparently in ways that are distinct from our curricular classes and 
other extracurricular arts activities in which they also participate—can foster an 
empathetic understanding of their lived experience. This understanding can in 
turn provide an important and valuable contribution to professional practice. 
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 It is clear that my interest in this subject is more than academic, it is 
personal. Vitally, I must set this aside as I endeavor to tell the stories of the 
students I have already introduced. These students are individuals, and their 
experiences will not be the same as my own, and they will not be the same as any 
other student I have ever taught, even if some similarities arise.  
My personal belief in the power of the musical theater experience for high 
school students and the importance of musical theater as an art form are not 
relevant to the telling of this story and it is important that I not only 
acknowledge this fact at the outset, but continually remind myself of it as I write 
about each of the five students introduced in this chapter, and the unique 
windows they provide on the experience of being in musical theater. As van 
Manen writes, I must hold these experiences, along with the understandings 
presented in the musical theater literature presented in Chapter Two, 
“deliberately at bay.”186 It is my intention to be as true to these students as I can 
be, and to present their experiences as honestly as I can. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: BEINGS-IN-TIME 
“Your own special hopes,  
Your own special dreams” 
 –Mary, Act I, Scene 3 
 
Introduction 
While it might seem like it can go without saying, I believe it is important 
to say it clearly here: all students are different. As teachers or directors, it is easy 
to think about our "cast"—the students in a theater production—as a collective 
entity. These collective entities, in my experience anyway, do often feel like they 
have distinct and coherent personalities. But the students who make up the cast 
also have individual personalities, and their experience of participating in a 
musical cannot and should not be thought of collectively. 
The idea that students might be thought of as individuals with distinct 
personalities, hopes, fears, and beliefs is part of the justification for a 
phenomenological approach to educational research. By opening up to our 
students as individuals, we engage empathetically with each of them as fellow 
human beings, not just as cogs in an academic machine. At the same time, the 
students in this study are emphatically not the subjects of the present research. 
The subject is the lived experience to which they provide us a window. We are, 
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to use van Manen’s word, borrowing their experiences: “Once we borrow these 
experiential descriptions, they should be regarded, for all intents and purposes, 
as epistemologically fictitious.”187 In this way, we become more attuned not to 
these five specific students, but to any student who is living through a similar 
experience, as well as to the myriad variations of this experience that may exist.  
With an attitude of openness, I begin to explore the Central Hills High 
School production of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s South Pacific and the lived 
experiences of the five students who participated in this study. The exploration 
of these lived experiences involves unpacking multiple layers of meaning, about 
each of which it is important to be clear. There is, of course, the immediate lived 
experience of Michael, Carly, Danielle, Taylor, and Kevin. However, as noted in 
Chapters Two and Three, some phenomenologists have questioned whether it is 
even possible to access pure lived experience. High school students, participating 
in this, or any, phenomenological study, frequently filter descriptions of their 
lived experiences through their own perceptions, judgements, and beliefs. 
Sorting through the difference between the students’ experiences and their 
thoughts about those experiences is one of my challenges in this project. Then, 
once I make a judgement about the text I have collected from the students, my 
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own beliefs and experiences come into play. Here is where the phenomenological 
attitude becomes particularly important. As I proceed with this project, I must 
acknowledge my own responses to what I am discovering in order to hold these 
feelings and responses “deliberately at bay.”188 
 The phenomenological question at the heart of this project is: What is the 
lived experience of rehearsing for and performing in a high school musical? 
The first two sub-questions to the main phenomenological question are What is 
the lived experience of time, as set apart, for the high school musical? and 
What is the lived experience of encountering and being-with others in a high 
school musical? While there are ways in which these sub-questions are 
intertwined, I will explore the first sub-question in this chapter and the second in 
Chapter Six. The final sub-question is What is the lived experience of learning 
in a high school musical? This question is fully bound with the first two. 
Learning exists both as a process that occurs over time and as a phenomenon that 
involves the many different others that students encounter in their daily lives. 
An exploration of this question is, therefore, woven into discussions of the first 
two. 
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The Beginning of Set Apart Time 
 When does the experience of high school musical theater begin? In some 
ways, it begins the moment after students step offstage after the final curtain of a 
previous year’s musical. At Central Hills, rumors and speculation begin almost 
immediately. Someone has heard the director hint at one musical or another (for 
some reason, High School Musical always seems to be in the mix as the show they 
will definitely be doing next year, to mixed reactions), and everyone has an 
opinion as to what should be done. The speculation dies down eventually 
though, as the rest of the school year continues and students disperse for the 
summer.  
 A view of the high school musical theater experience as perpetual is 
evidently unsatisfactory even though, for students who participate year after 
year, it can seem like there is no beginning and no ending. Different shows 
define different school years, certainly, but the identification as a student who 
participates in musicals can transcend the calendar. However, the experience of 
high school musical theater is ultimately an experience that is set apart in time—
the process of putting on any given show both begins and ends. What then, is the 
moment when the sequence of events that defines the high school musical 
begins?  
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 The beginning, for the students in this study, is when they first discover 
that this year’s production will be South Pacific. Even though the reveal of this 
year’s musical is a big moment, at Central Hills that reveal does not happen for 
all students at the same time despite a sort of reverence given to it, especially by 
the older students. Michael, for example, has been hearing rumors that the show 
is either going to be South Pacific or How to Succeed in Business Without Really 
Trying (from whom he hears these rumors he does not say), so he decides to just 
go to the director herself. "It's South Pacific, isn't it?" he asks her. "Don't tell 
anyone!" she says by way of confirmation.  
 In our conversations and his journal entries, Michael expresses the 
seriousness with which he views his position as a senior and student leader, not 
just because he plans to be a professional actor, but because of his love for the 
program itself. It is in this spirit that he takes it upon himself to tell people who 
he thinks deserve to know—certain students who he believes will use the time in 
advance to get ready. "I'm not shouting it to the world," he says. When he 
discovers that most of the few to whom he chooses to reveal the musical have no 
idea what South Pacific is, he attempts to offer positive encouragement, 
explaining, "It's one of those old golden-age type shows." He also reassures them, 
"It's going to be like any other show here. It's going to be a lot of fun." Because he 
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sees himself as a leader, he feels an obligation to encourage a sense of enthusiasm 
in his peers. As he admits to me though, it is hard to deny he is a little 
disappointed. Last year, Michael played the title role in Shrek, and it was a big 
hit. It feels like a big change to do an old classic after a string of more 
contemporary shows, and he hopes he is still able to, in his words, "go out with a 
bang" for his senior year. He tries to look at it positively: "You know what? 
They're challenging us," he says to himself. "I think I'm buying that."  
Time, for Michael, is experienced in relationship to shows he has been part 
of in the past, and with an implicit anticipation of how this particular show will 
unfold. He carefully chooses those with whom he will discuss this anticipation. 
In contrast, Danielle is a junior now and has not performed in any plays since 
middle school. She has been spending her out-of-school time with a friend who 
encouraged her to audition for South Pacific. But anticipation of this particular 
show, or how it will unfold in relationship to previous performances does not 
factor into her thinking. Then there is Taylor, the freshman. Taylor knows she 
wants to participate in the musical, but no senior has let her in on the secret, and 
no friend who is a veteran of the program has invited her to audition. So, Taylor 
just asks her art teacher what the show will be. "I'm surprised you don't know 
yet, because rumors spread easily. It's South Pacific!" the art teacher tells her, and 
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Taylor, who is unfamiliar with the musical, confesses to having no idea what that 
means. 
 
Learning Through/During Audition Preparations 
 Carly’s experience of discovering the musical merges almost immediately 
into an experience of preparing for her audition. 
From the day we found out, I started learning all the music and I was listening to 
it all the time. After I learned the source material, I memorized the monologue and 
the lyrics of the audition cut right away. Then I started doing research on the 
show and the character, because I really wanted to be Nellie. 
 
As she prepares, Carly sends videos of herself performing the audition material 
to a friend studying musical theater in college, saying "Just give me lots of 
feedback." She carefully selects outfits for each of the three days of auditions. "I 
put a lot of work into it," she says. 
Carly suspects that she spends more time preparing than other students. 
Her drive is motivated by multiple factors. For one, she views the experience as 
part of her professional training: "I really want the part, because I really do want 
to pursue musical theater. Also, it's a good opportunity to practice preparing for 
auditions." Carly not only anticipates South Pacific and how it will unfold, but her 
experience of this musical has a longer horizon, anticipating many shows to 
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come. On the other hand, Carly is aware of her young age: "I know that I'm only 
a sophomore. I feel like a senior probably deserves the part more than I do, so I 
need to put in a lot more work to show them that even though I'm young, I really 
do deserve this part." Carly believes this preparatory work is necessary because 
she thinks directors are more likely to give bigger roles to seniors: "I think seniors 
are more trusted because they've been in the shows before and it's their last year, 
so sometimes the directors are probably like, 'Oh, they should get a part.'" 
While Carly practices her audition material, seeks outside advice, and 
carefully selects her outfits, other students are somewhat more casual about their 
preparation. Kevin takes the time to do some basic research on the show, using 
Wikipedia to read a plot summary and listening to the soundtrack. As he does, 
initial skepticism about the choice of South Pacific gives way to excitement. 
I saw where everyone fit in and all that stuff, and started thinking over in my 
mind how would I like to do this, what would I like to do, how would I like to 
participate in this show? Of course, the mind naturally tends to go toward the 
leads when looking at what characters I was going to audition for. 
 
Despite his growing excitement, Kevin does not actually spend much time 
preparing his audition material. He says: 
I prepared for my audition sixty-five percent by cramming. It wasn't quite 
enough. I didn't feel one hundred percent sure going into the auditions that I just 
generally knew things. My knowledge was fairly superficial. I knew the characters 
and the music and the general sense of who they are, but not the nuances. Like 
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having a nuanced accent, the timing of the lines, the mannerisms--I think that's 
what set other people apart. 
 
Kevin here is intuiting that there is a skill to acting (there are “nuances” that 
must be mastered) that requires time to develop. 
Kevin’s belief that there are nuances one can learn is apparently similar to 
Carly, who suggests that there are concrete actions she can take to prepare for the 
audition, and who cares enough about improving to seek outside feedback. At 
root for both of them, I believe, is a desire to demonstrate through performance 
an embodied mastery of acting technique. There is a desire for greater know-how 
when it comes to performance practice. 
The older students have been through the audition process before, and 
therefore have already learned how to navigate the experience. Taylor, on the 
other hand, has not and, perhaps as a result, she has lots of practical questions 
about the process: 
I've never done this type of high school production before. I don't know how the 
audition process works in other schools. I asked around to my friends and was 
like, “Do you know where to find the music for this? Or what I should do with 
this packet that we got?” I'm not sure why I didn't know what to do before my 
friends told me. Everything was just kind of talked about at the meeting. Not a lot 
of people asked questions. I guess I probably could've asked questions myself. I 
think it probably just went past me or something. 
 
Once she has a better understanding of what she will be expected to do, Taylor 
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does practice her materials a lot in her room. She looks up YouTube videos to see 
how others have performed the songs and monologues in the past. 
I found a bunch of different productions, including the movie and a concert, and I 
found out a lot of different ways that you could speak for the character. It was 
really interesting. I think I just tried to combine everything and then of course 
add my own little twist on it. 
 
The video sharing site, YouTube, allows students to easily look up multiple 
performances of the South Pacific roles they are interested in and attempt to 
integrate the aspects they like the best into their own interpretation. 
Like Kevin and Carly, Taylor intuits that acting involves embodiment—
they are all seeking specific and tangible ways they can demonstrate an 
embodied understanding of character during the audition process. This 
understanding, especially for Kevin and Taylor, appears to be somewhat limited 
to surface-level traits such as accents and physical mannerisms, but they clearly 
believe that they should be making specific choices about the physicality of their 
auditions and they are working to do so.  
In Stanislavskian terms, this type of preparation can potentially lead to 
“mechanical acting.”189 Stanislavski’s fictional director contrasts the mechanical 
acting that his students demonstrate in the early days of their training with “true 
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art” which requires a “living process” of real, experienced emotion.190 The 
fictional students of An Actor Prepares are taught to understand the difference 
between surface-level imitation and the recreation of real feeling onstage. That 
these students gravitate toward imitation as a first strategy for audition 
preparation might suggest that they are in the early phases of developing acting 
know-how. Of course, it might also suggest that their director has suggested this 
strategy, and they are simply taking her advice. 
Carly has extensive pre-professional training from teachers outside of her 
school, but Kevin and Taylor do not. Yet both Kevin and Taylor describe a 
process of attempting (or at least feeling like they should be attempting) to 
understand, to use Kevin's word, the "nuances" of the characters they are 
auditioning for. Where did they learn that this was worth doing? Was it from the 
directors in the informational meeting that they have, for the most part, left out 
of their narratives? Was it from students that have gone through the process 
before them? This question will arise for me repeatedly during this project, as the 
students only rarely acknowledge that their beliefs about musical theater and 
performance are the product of their participation in musical theater as both 
performer, student, and audience member. Most of the time they instead present 
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themselves as the primary agents of understanding and action. 
 
The Audition Experience 
If the entire production process can be viewed as time set apart, the 
auditions are set apart even further—an event within an event. Immediately 
apparent in these students’ accounts of the audition process is the degree to 
which their experiences of the auditions are shaped by their grade level and the 
beliefs each one holds regarding their place in the hierarchy of musical theater at 
their school. This hierarchy is based not only on grade level, however, but also 
on the students' understanding of their position relative to the time that other 
students have invested in musical theater as well as their gender identity. Carly, 
for example, is confident in her knowledge and understanding of how to 
approach an audition professionally, but she believes there is some disadvantage 
that comes with being a sophomore rather than a senior. Michael, as a senior boy 
who has been a part of productions throughout high school, has no such reason 
to be nervous and therefore simply is not. This hierarchy bears some similarity to 
ways that high schools more broadly have a vertically organized structure, in 
which teachers generally are accepted as authoritative by virtue of their 
positions, but older students gradually assume some of that authority 
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themselves.191 
Michael heads in to the auditions feeling confident. It was an easy 
decision to audition for Emile de Becque because Emile is the male lead. Michael 
is confident that he is at the top of the student theater hierarchy at his school. In 
addition to the cachet he carries because people know about his work in an 
outside musical theater program, he was cast as the title role in last year's 
production of Shrek. He is also the president of the boys' student group that 
meets after rehearsals for motivational discussions. Throughout the audition 
process, Michael cannot help but feel like, in his words, "I got this.” He 
continues,  
I was one of two people auditioning for Emile, and the other one was a sophomore 
and he really didn't fit that image of this older guy who would fall in love with 
Nellie. I was the oldest one there and I have some experience with singing. Just 
because I was the senior, so the directors know me. They know my work ethic so I 
think it was (it will sound awful to say this), it was a safe bet for them. 
 
Michael’s words suggest to me that believing that the directors trust you and like 
working with you can give students confidence when they go into auditions. 
There appears to be another layer present as well, as it seems to me that Michael 
is attempting to project that he is aware that his confidence might come off as 
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hubris to the adult stranger that is interviewing him. At the same time, he 
demonstrates both an ingrained acceptance of the hierarchy of high school grade 
levels, and a degree of buy-in to the system that is in place. He has earned his 
place at the top of the hierarchy with the time he has spent in hard work and 
successful performance. 
This confidence puts Michael in a different frame of mind than the other 
students who are less sure of their positions or about what their teachers think of 
them. Leading up to the auditions, Carly says she was sucking on cough drops 
all week because she wanted her voice to be perfect. She was really scared 
because she had put a month's work into her audition and was afraid it wouldn’t 
pay off. She was nervous that she would mess up and could barely focus in 
school, just watching the clock until it was three PM. Musical theater, like 
extracurricular sports, is an activity where you have to rely on your body to 
perform in a certain way. Cough drops may be no more than a placebo for Carly, 
but they can feel like they are a concrete step she can take to ensure her body 
performs as she needs it to perform. The fear that her body will fail to perform in 
an audition can be overpowering. Carly’s difficulty focusing during the school 
day because she is thinking so much about an extracurricular activity also 
suggests a clear split in the experience of time in school and time after school. 
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During auditions, the former time is dominated by an experience of waiting for 
the latter time. Being at school takes on multiple meanings as the day proceeds. 
The auditions are a multi-day process and when students arrive for the 
first day they are given a number, which will be the order in which they perform. 
With their number pinned to their shirt, American Idol style, the students disperse 
around the cafetorium to prepare in their own ways. The audition process is 
drawn out at Central Hills, contributing to the feeling that the auditions 
themselves are an event within an event. The students do not for a moment 
question why auditions are held this way—why they must take place over 
multiple days, why they must perform in front of each other, why they must 
wear numbers on their shirts. For them, this is just the way auditions work. 
 Musical theater involves a variety of different yet specific skill sets. 
Performers are called upon to sing, dance and act—at the same time, no less—
embodying the so-called “triple threat.”192 The auditions at Central Hills require 
students to demonstrate their ability in all three areas. More than one of the 
students with whom I spoke named dance as the skill set at which they felt least 
confident.  
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 At the dance auditions, the choreographer teaches a combination, students 
are given a few minutes to practice it, and then the students are brought up 
onstage in groups of five to dance. "I'm not, specifically, a dancer," Carly says. 
"I'm more a singer and an actress. I have coordination, I can learn to dance. I was 
scared that the dance would be hard, but then they did the dance and I was like, 
that's really easy. I hope I nailed it." 
One strategy to cope with the pressure of the audition seems to be to 
acknowledge and discount the theatrical skills at which you know you are 
weaker, an internal process which is made easier when you have spent time with 
the teachers and have some confidence about their beliefs in your overall 
abilities. Kevin, for example, is not too concerned about the dancing:  
It wasn't really anything. I think the directors generally know about what my 
dancing abilities are, especially the choreographer. I've worked with all four of 
them in previous shows. In the field of dance, I'm just average. I'm not a 
particularly great dancer, but I'll be able to do a dance as long as it's not too 
complicated. So that wasn't the big part, plus I put more weight personally on the 
acting and the musical aspects of it, which is I think why I thought about it and 
stressed a little bit more. 
 
Once everyone has danced, the students are called (in number order) to 
present their prepared monologues while other students watch. When it is 
Danielle's turn, she forgets the lines. She implies that a student should have a 
plan for what to do in such circumstances: "I improv, as any actor would do," she 
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says (immediately bringing up again for me the question of where Danielle got 
the notion that “any actor” would improvise in this situation), "and I ended up 
just making it my own until I could remember what that actual line was." 
Danielle describes feeling like she had "screwed this up so bad," being 
completely embarrassed, and even thinking she hoped the director didn’t “hate 
me now.” Danielle uses extremely strong language here—does she really think 
the director will “hate” her because she forgot the words to her monologue? I 
suspect she does not, and that she is instead engaging in a sort of casual 
hyperbole. The intense structure of the audition process, and the formality of the 
experience, seems to lend itself to emotional extremes among most of the 
students involved. At the same time, I have a suspicion that Danielle may have 
some degree of pride in her ability to project confidence by improvising. She is 
embarrassed because she forgot her lines, but she is taking ownership of her 
decision to improvise her way out of it.  
Taylor is nervous when she presents her monologue. She is scared that she 
will mess up a line or do something wrong with her physical actions. She has 
planned a lot of movement, because she thinks that is something the directors are 
looking for. 
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You don't just want to stand there and say, “Okay, here you are.” There's a lot of 
movement and enthusiasm that you need in your audition when you're doing 
your monologue. You have to inflect your voice and become something that you're 
really not. So partly I'm thinking about all that. Then part of me is just blindly 
going and just reciting.  
 
Once again, Taylor seems to have an idea that there is some sort of technique that 
she should be applying to her performance. She uses language similar to Kevin’s, 
including vague descriptions of mechanical acting and deeper emotional 
engagement. Whether their source for this understanding is the director or 
perhaps suggestions passed down from student to student remains unknown. 
Either way, this wisdom seems to be part of most of the students’ experience. 
When Taylor is done, she feels relief, and she is gratified when other students 
come up to compliment her. "The directors really liked what you did," they tell 
her. 
These students say explicitly that a music theater performer needs vocal 
technique and dance ability. They are vaguer when they speak about acting 
skills, mentioning character and physicality while reciting spoken dialogue. 
Danielle even suggests that there is an expected way for an experienced actor to 
handle mistakes (they “improv”!). For the most part, however, understanding 
that these skills are necessary does not seem to translate to a sense of confidence 
or, with the exception of the students with professional aspirations, an attempt to 
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seriously study the craft of acting. 
 After the singing auditions have concluded, the students have to wait for 
the callback list to be posted. For Taylor, this wait is no big deal, since as a 
freshman she has no expectation of being called back:  
I think in general the upperclassmen get bigger roles. Schools just have that 
hierarchy going on. The seniors always get the most attention because they're 
seniors. They're about to graduate. It's their last year. The seniors usually expect 
the bigger roles because they want to just go out with a bang. The freshmen who 
are new and not as experienced, it's just expected for them to get smaller parts. 
 
Those who are called back are notified by email soon after the singing auditions. 
Carly is once again distracted during the intervening school day. "We had to wait 
the entire day, and we didn't know which part we were called back for, they 
wouldn't tell us." Danielle tries to reassure herself: "You know what? There are a 
lot of good people here. If they get the part I should be happy for them." Her 
internal monologue is only somewhat effective though. "I was very tense about it 
for a couple of days," she admits. 
For Kevin, the callback process is a distinct milestone on the way to a 
more important moment:  
I was a little relieved when I saw that I had gotten a callback. I knew that this 
wasn't really the big thing. The big one was actually getting the parts and 
actually seeing the cast list. I've been called back before and this felt a little 
different because I had a little bit higher expectations for this year because I'm 
moving up in the ranks. 
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Posting the Cast List 
The posting of the cast list might be an even more fraught emotional 
experience than the auditions themselves. Kevin explains: 
Usually what used to happen was the day after callbacks, the cast list is posted in 
the morning. Whenever you walked into school, it'll be there. This year we found 
out that it was going to be a little bit different and it would be posted at the end of 
the day. I think it was because the directors didn't want the pushback on that day 
from people who thought they were more deserving and thought they should have 
got a part. I respected this decision, but I was not happy about it. It meant I had to 
wait another extra six hours and go through the entire school day without 
knowing and having this lingering over my head. During that school day I was 
half nervous, half excited, if you know what that feels like. It wasn't horribly hard 
to concentrate during class, but during the end of the day it was like, "All right, I 
just want to read this and get this over with." 
 
The vivid descriptions from Kevin and the other students of a last-period class in 
which no attention at all is being paid to the subject at hand seems like it could 
have been taken directly from a stereotypical teen movie. (In fact, I wonder if 
maybe these descriptions are so vivid because of how auditions have been 
portrayed in various movies and television shows.)  
 Carly describes her own experience of that day: 
Of course, they decide to post casts at the end of the day, because they don't want 
to make anyone upset before school started, but I was freaking out about it all day. 
My last class was Spanish. My Spanish room is on the other side of the school 
from where the cast list would be posted. I was like, I'm going to have to walk all 
the way over there, and I'm going to be freaking out on the walk there, but a few 
of my friends had to leave class like ten minutes early to go tell a teacher 
something, and then they came back. They took a picture of the cast list, and then 
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they were like, “We saw the cast list. Do you want to see a picture of it or do you 
want to see it for yourself?” I was freaking out. I was like, “I don't know, do I 
want to see it?” They were like, “I don't know.” I was excited, I didn't know. 
They were like, “Yeah, you want to see it,” and they showed it to me and it said 
that I got the part. I started crying, not crying, but I was freaking out. I started 
screaming and I dropped her phone on the ground. My teacher was like, “What is 
going on?” And half the kids in class were like, “What are you doing?” I was just 
so excited, I didn't care.  
 
Carly is an underclassman who has been cast as the lead in a musical. She has 
proved to herself that all the preparatory time has paid off, and she has made a 
tacit statement to her peers that she is a force to be reckoned with. While all of 
these feelings might go unarticulated, it is not surprising that her feeling in the 
moment is somewhat akin to euphoria. 
Danielle, in a different classroom at the end of the day, also experiences 
the growing anticipation of seeing the posted cast list: 
Everyone was sitting in the last period of class like, “Oh my god, oh my god, we 
have to see this now!” Everyone ran toward the front. We ran and everyone got to 
see their part and everyone was kind of confused. Some people were mad. Some 
people were extremely happy. It was a mix of emotions. It was crazy. I was really 
excited but then again I felt really sad for my friends who didn't really get a part 
that they wanted. It's confusing to feel both things at the same time. 
 
Kevin makes it to the big crowd around the cast list, and notices students 
hugging each other, laughing and crying. "All right, so I know they got roles," he 
thinks. He first looks to see who is cast as the male leads, Emile, Cable, and 
Luther Billis, and sees names that are not his by all of them. "I was disappointed 
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definitely in the fact that I didn't get one of those roles, but I respected the 
decisions that they made, because I felt that they were the right decisions. I was 
cast as Stewpot, and I was a little disappointed at first." 
Whether the audition process resulted in achieving a casting goal, feelings 
of disappointment, or something in between, the posting of the cast list marks a 
shift: The auditions are officially over, the question of which role a student will 
spend the next few months working on is settled, some uncertainties are 
resolved, and rehearsal time begins. 
 
Rehearsal Time 
 Rehearsal time is a period which carries significantly less experiential 
power than the auditions did, despite the fact that it is by far the longest span of 
the whole process, and the period in which the work of putting on a musical 
actually takes place. When a high school such as Central Hills chooses to stage 
musicals that originated on Broadway, it means that amateur performers present 
material that was written for professionals. According to the Educational Theatre 
Association, the most produced musical in the 2015-2016 school year was 
Andrew Lippa’s The Addams Family, and the rest of the top ten list of high school 
musicals is populated by similarly challenging material written for adults 
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including Legally Blonde, and Into the Woods.193 The work students undertake in 
rehearsal is challenging. They need to learn music and harmonies written for 
fully trained adult voices, they need to learn choreography (not to mention 
learning to sing and dance at the same time), and they need to imbue their roles 
with a sense of depth and characterization.  
 Despite the challenges involved in staging a full-length musical, the 
students in this study do not have much to say about the actual work of learning 
their parts and staging the musical. For the most part rehearsals are, in Kevin’s 
words, “a necessary evil.” When he says this, he is referring specifically to the 
process of running multiple times through a scene, but he might as well be 
referring to any of the moments in the rehearsal process in which the actual work 
of preparing a musical is being done. If the topics the students choose to bring up 
are any guide, the actual rehearsing often seems to be the least interesting part of 
being at rehearsal. 
While the students freely offer vivid descriptions of their experiences (and 
their emotional responses to those experiences) of the audition process, they 
apparently have much more difficulty providing rich descriptions of the 
                                                                                                    
193 Playbill, “Most-Produced High School Plays and Musicals of 2015-16 Revealed,” 
accessed March 28, 2017, http://www.playbill.com/article/most-produced-high-school-plays-and-
musicals-of-2015-16-revealed. 
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rehearsal process itself. With a few exceptions, the students seem quickly to 
become used to the normalization of the rehearsal process as just another part of 
their day. Abrahams, with his description of the difference between ordinary and 
extraordinary experience, offers one possible explanation for the students’ 
recollection of the experience: 
Whether in the form of planned play activities or spontaneous 
celebrations (or even riots), some among us place increasing value on “the 
action,” on experience for its own sake. In so doing, the breaks in the 
routine order of the everyday world come to provide the measure of 
whether life is being lived to the fullest. Ever greater importance is placed, 
then, on those experiential departures in the higher and deeper registers 
of feeling that emerge in rehearsed events and that break our routines by 
encouraging us to get “deep.”194 
 
In this light, the audition is an extraordinary experience. It is a departure from 
the routine of daily life, characterized by heightened emotions and the promise 
of new possibilities of experience. What might come out of the audition process? 
The tantalizing nature of that question is the subtext of the student experience of 
the audition process—how might my daily life be different if I am in the musical 
this year? If I am cast as a lead? Once the show is actually rehearsing however, 
that sense of wonder is, in some ways, lost. The experience becomes routine 
                                                                                                    
194 Roger D. Abrahams, "Ordinary and Extraordinary Experience," in The Anthropology of 
Experience, ed. Victor W. Turner and Edward M. Bruner (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 
1986), 67. 
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again—until something happens in the rehearsal process that breaks that routine. 
 Run-throughs of increasingly larger segments of the entire show are one 
of these important breaks from routine. When Danielle sees on the posted 
schedule that there would be a full run-through of all the scenes they had 
worked on, without scripts, she gets nervous. 
There was always this one scene I had trouble with. I remembered every other 
scene except for the one, I couldn't get it right. At the time that I needed to do it 
without a script on stage, I kind of freaked a little. I forgot my lines and I felt 
really bad. 
 
Standing on stage during a run through forgetting your line can be stressful. 
Danielle elaborates:  
I kind of sat there onstage and just stared at my friend and he's like, “That's not 
the line.” I was like, “I don't remember.” You try to play it off but it's really kind 
of hard to hide when you forgot it and everyone stares at you and waits for you to 
say it and you're just like, anxiety, anxiety. I'm stressing, I'm stressing. Trying 
to look through your brain for your line. You're trying to figure out what it is. 
It's all a big jumble and all a big mess. 
 
The nerves she feels about running the show and the stress she feels about 
forgetting her lines give way to a description of the way Danielle feels supported 
by her cast-mates: 
Everyone was backstage, we'd all be sitting there with our books. We'd all stick 
together and we try to—oh, you're having a problem with this, okay let me help 
you now. You can't remember your line? I'll practice with you. We kind of just 
help each other with our lines and we try and get everything done as fast as we 
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can before we go on stage so no one feels really uncomfortable with their lines and 
stuff.  
 
In one sense, run-throughs are a signal that the first performance, the moment 
that this long-term investment of time leads up to, is rapidly approaching, and 
this recognition shifts the cast from a more complacent approach at early 
rehearsals to a hurried rush to ensure that they will know what they need to 
know when the time comes. Danielle values the camaraderie she feels from the 
cast when this shift takes place. 
As run-throughs continue, students also begin to have more time 
backstage and Taylor starts to feel very at home. 
Now that we're nearing tech week, the rehearsals are starting to give off more of 
the feeling that I'm used to. In middle school, we spent a lot of time backstage 
fooling around. This wasn't our best option because it's distracting to the people 
on stage, but whispering backstage and making new friends is probably my 
favorite part of a musical production. This week, a lot more time was spent 
backstage, and I'm making connections to people, especially upperclassmen, that I 
never thought I would ever talk to. 
 
I am immediately intrigued that Taylor thinks that making friends with 
upperclassmen is unusual. If there is an established hierarchy for high school, 
and if it is rare for students to upend that hierarchy, backstage at a musical might 
be considered a special place where that hierarchy is upended, or at least 
temporarily ignored. 
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Performance Time 
The first performance for an audience is for the senior citizens in the 
community. The students don't consider it a "true" performance—more like an 
invited dress rehearsal—but they are excited to finally put the show in front of 
an audience nevertheless. As they will for all the performances, the cast arrives 
and heads to their dressing rooms to start getting into costume, hair, and make-
up. Danielle describes the pre-show time as a mad rush, with lots of chaotic 
activity happening backstage. 
You walk right into the make-up room and they start your makeup right away. 
They get your hair done. If your hair's not straight enough, we better straighten 
it as fast as you can. Once you're done with makeup, hair, everyone's rushing 
around in that room. You walk out and you go to get your mic on. You go to mic 
check. Sometimes the mic won't work, so we have to go back and he has to fix it 
again, or we have to change mics really quickly. After that, you go and get your 
costume. If there's any problems with your costume, you talk to her right then 
and there. My costume, I had a little problem where the button broke around my 
chest. We had to fix that with a safety pin really fast so that I wasn't on stage and 
just be like, “Oh look, Bloody Mary's chest is out.” We had to fix that. Then we 
go to mic check again, make sure everything with the mics is okay. We go into the 
back. We can sit down for a little, ten minutes, then we'll start warmups. 
 
As Danielle talks, I get the distinct impression that the chaos of this 
moment is something she relishes. The high energy of the minutes leading up to 
a live performance, in my own experience, certainly can be intoxicating (not to 
mention nerve-racking!), and it is a feeling that is not really present in day-to-day 
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activities. There is evident pride in her ability to handle the chaos and respond to 
the issues that come up. The rapid sequence of events seems to prepare Danielle 
for the show by shifting her state of mind into a sort of performance mode. There 
is a palpable difference in the way the time leading up to a performance is 
described when compared to a regular rehearsal. On performance night, Danielle 
experiences energy and awareness in a way that she did not express during 
rehearsals. 
When the cast comes together in the band room for warmups, the 
directors start by giving any notes from the previous rehearsal or performance. 
The music director leads vocal warmups and then "gives us a sort of 
motivational speech while our eyes are closed," says Kevin. "After that, we all get 
in a circle and do our usual acting warmups. In addition, we also hold hands and 
'send the pulse' around the circle, where one person squeezes the hand next to 
them, and then that person squeezes the next hand, and so on.”  
For Taylor, these and other pre-show rituals are significant: 
You hold hands with the people so it makes you feel like a family. All the things 
we do, like chants or rituals, is what makes our production unique, or maybe it's 
what connects us to other productions across the country. It's going to be 
important to feel united as a family, otherwise the show isn't going to have that 
family dynamic. 
 
Taylor seems unbothered by the contradiction she offers. Which would make the 
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rituals more meaningful—if they were unique to Central Hills, or if they were 
how Central Hills was connected to other high school theater groups around the 
country? It does not matter to Taylor, clearly. It is enacting the ritual itself that 
matters. Each one connects Taylor to her cast-mates, and helps her shift into 
performance mode, into a different experience of time. 
Following the pre-show rituals, the students take their places and get 
ready for the show to begin. Taylor feels like she has been well-prepared for the 
performances. "The performances felt like a rehearsal, in a way, but then there 
was an audience. The directors would say, 'treat the rehearsal like a 
performance.' They make it flow as comfortably as possible."  She acknowledges, 
however, that it is hard not to be aware of the audience. "It was definitely hard 
not to look out to the crowd too much. I had to focus on what I was doing." 
Danielle describes the feeling of preparing to go onstage and then finally 
stepping into the spotlight with the same frenetic energy she used to discuss the 
preparations before the show began:  
Right before I go onstage, I'm trying to make sure that everything is okay. I have 
all my stuff. I have all my props that I need to go onstage. I'm not forgetting 
anything. Is my costume okay? Do I remember my lines? Do I remember the 
song? Am I going to mess up? It's all a jumble of thoughts for me."  
 
Then, when she gets onstage, it becomes:  
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Oh, my god, I'm really on stage now. There's a spotlight on me. I'm ready. I'm 
not ready. It's exhilarating. It's crazy, but it's really exciting. You feel a rush of 
emotions all at once. Am I nervous? Am I excited? I don't know! My first feeling 
was, “holy crap!” 
  
Once again, there seems to be pride in her ability to navigate these challenges. At 
the same time, there is also a greater emphasis on the moments leading up to 
being onstage and a lesser ability to articulate what it feels like to actually be 
onstage. It almost feels like this simple description (“Holy crap!”) reflects a 
moment of suspended time that exists for Danielle onstage. 
The experience was not entirely new for her though, and she is able to 
compare it to her experience in competitive cheer. "It's like the feeling when I'm 
in a cheerleading competition, right before I go to the mat. Or once I walk out on 
the mat and you just sit there and you're silent, waiting for the music to start. 
That's how it felt for me." Danielle’s descriptive focus on the preparations for that 
moment seem intimately connected to the final result. I am reminded of a quote 
from a Zen master that Edith Turner used: “Enlightenment is an accident, but 
some activities make you accident prone.”195 The rituals of high school musical 
theater helped Danielle be “accident prone.” They help shift her being into 
performance mode, a distinct experience of time that exists onstage. Danielle 
                                                                                                    
195 Edith Turner, Communitas: The Anthropology of Collective Joy (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012), 52. 
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later is able to be more reflective about that time: 
I kind of just think, 'Oh, my god, I didn't mess up anything. Thank god. We all 
did great, the singing was good. Oh, I have to get to the other side of the stage 
now, so I'll walk through the back, make sure I run. Get everything I need, run 
back. Same exact thing again, go over my lines, make sure I'm ok, and I go back 
out. 
 
Despite my prompting to describe what it felt like to be onstage, much of 
the students’ descriptions of the performances did not center on their time 
onstage. Instead, I heard about the pre-show rituals, spending time in the wings, 
or being complimented afterward. I realize it must be difficult to capture that 
fleeting moment—especially if an actor is focused on their blocking, singing, or 
choreography. I am not surprised that Danielle resorts to comparing the 
experience to cheer competitions. On the one hand, the difficulty in capturing the 
actual experience of being onstage is disappointing for me—certainly, and as I 
will discuss in the final chapter, this is something I hope I or someone else might 
be able to address in future research. On the other hand, and somewhat 
surprisingly, I also find myself wondering just how important the moment of 
being onstage actually is in the larger context of the entire experience of putting 
on a high school musical. After all, the performances account for only a small 
fraction of the total time these students spend on the activity. I wonder if 
students would be as willing to participate in the process if there were not a 
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performance attached at the end, and if there is an inherent contradiction 
between a relative lack of import attributed to the performances themselves and 
the very idea that the performances are the culmination of a big part of these 
students’ academic year. 
  
Time After the Show 
 A high school student’s day-to-day life is busy. Classes alone would be 
enough to account for a busy day once homework and studying is factored in. Of 
course, many students, including the ones who are part of this study, transition 
after classes into extracurricular activities. As a result, these high schoolers were 
consistently experiencing long days with short nights of sleep in between. When 
the musical is over, many of them seamlessly switch to a different extracurricular 
activity. There is, then, very little time, or even no time at all, built into their life 
to reflect on the experience they just lived through. I ask them to recall the feeling 
they had in the moment after they took their final bow, and it seems clear to me 
that the experience was already fading even a few days after it had concluded. 
Carly: 
The moment after we took our final bow I was so happy. I was like, wow I can get 
sick now, I can do whatever. I can break my leg if I want. In that moment, I was 
so relieved. I was like, wow this was a great show. I was so happy. It's all done. I 
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can relax. Then I got off stage and I was like, oh crap everyone's leaving. At that 
moment it was wonderful, I loved it. That feeling lasted about a minute. It wasn't 
long at all because then we started doing the gift for the director and I got sad 
because the seniors present it and it was just like, this is so sad. 
  
Danielle: 
 
The last night was very depressing. Everyone was crying from the speeches our 
director gave the seniors, and we each stated our favorite memories from the 
production. Everyone was hugging each other and sobbing, so I found myself also 
crying. We all had become a family and to see it ending that night made me feel a 
little depressed. I was sad to see it end, but we all still had the best time. 
 
Kevin: 
 
After the last performance is done, it's always a little bittersweet. It was, not 
awful, though, to be honest. I mean, I still miss the performances and everything 
but we haven't really lost touch and I get to sleep more. Usually, what happens is 
that after the play you kind of lose touch with people, or some of the people, at 
least the people who you don't hang out with outside of the play, you know? I 
think the cast and crew were just closer this year. I think that's what it comes 
down to. 
 
Taylor: 
 
I felt that it was over pretty fast. Although at rehearsals, they feel long and they 
feel drawn out, but after it's over it feels like it went by really fast. A lot of people 
cried. I didn't, which is kind of surprising. I cry at the weirdest things. [There is a 
group chat that’s] just talking and staying together so we don't drift apart. I 
overheard a senior saying that after the show people stop talking to her. I hope it 
continues. I like being in group chats and hearing these stories, and talking with 
upperclassmen is definitely interesting because you get to see their side of it and 
stuff like that. 
 
Michael is visibly emotional when he describes his feelings after the 
process has concluded. For him, the post-show experience is defined by the 
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cumulative experience of four years of being a drama student. "It didn't really 
sink in until that Sunday but you know, I'm so thankful for doing this show 
every year in high school. It makes me feel really good because I really like doing 
this. I feel like I excel in this but not only that, I've made some really, really good 
friends each year and these performances, the cast party, the poster" (a show 
poster that all the seniors sign for each other with personal messages) "was just 
the further proof that yes, you have made very good friends. It gets a little scary 
how when I go to college I'll be doing shows with totally different people and I 
know it's not the same." 
Michael also is adamant that he will return after he graduates to see future 
shows: “Alumni always come back to see the shows and I'm definitely doing it. I 
don't care what I have to do, I'm seeing next year's show." What he will be doing 
is pursuing professional musical theater training in college. 
It gets a little nervous when you go out and start, if you want to do this for real. 
My dad always says, you're a big fish in a small pond and this is making the pond 
bigger, taking this other step and it gets scary. One thing I always tell myself is 
that what you did here, what you did in high school shows matters. Others can 
say, on your resume it doesn't mean anything. Screw the resume, you put on a 
show, you made really good friends, you got to show people what you can do, 
that's what matters. 
 
I am drawn to several aspects of the students’ descriptions of their 
experience of transitioning out of their time in the musical. In particular, Taylor’s 
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description of how she reflects on her time in the show, which includes the 
paradox, “At rehearsals, they feel long and they feel drawn out, but after it's over 
it feels like it went by really fast.” This is a remarkable reflection of how the 
routine of rehearsal becomes a blur in hindsight, leaving only the “extraordinary 
experiences” as vivid recollections. 
Carly provides a glimpse of her moment of pure relief as the final 
performance concludes, perhaps relief at several months’ worth of tension 
melting away into the realization that an entire production full of people was no 
longer counting on her to stay healthy, to be present, to know her lines and songs 
and choreography. It is an understandable feeling. Her time is her own again. 
Taylor, on the other hand, filters the question through her now-current lived 
experience—she is a student who is looking to continue to experience the social 
connection with other students that she felt in rehearsals.   
Michael here is thinking and reflecting on four years of participation, 
filtered through the complex feelings of a high school senior anticipating a major 
life change as he moves off to college, and he is presenting what seems to be a 
considered description of those feelings that is tailored to the researcher who is 
asking him questions. However, I think there is a deeper experience that is 
accessible through his description. In this moment in his life after his final high 
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school show, he is feeling gratitude for having had an experience that has 
brought him personal and artistic fulfillment and meaningful personal 
relationships. He is feeling nervousness about what college will bring—what it 
will be like no longer to be a “big fish in a small pond.” There is an uncertainty 
that is understandable. Something that has been a stable and reliable part of life 
is being removed in a radical way. His insistence that his experience “matters” is 
moving in this light. 
 In this moment, is Michael secretly worried that his four years as a high 
school musical theater actor do not matter? That what was clearly a defining part 
of his life will have turned out to be fleeting and ephemeral? Is he worried that 
the higher expectations, and perhaps the steeper competition, of college will 
render his less rigorous high school shows irrelevant? If so, Michael is 
representing an intense fear. Significantly, his experience following the final 
performance is intertwined with the cumulative weight of four years of high 
school musical theater. His present moment is expanding to include a long past 
in a way that the other students do not describe, but it is mixed with a palpable 
uncertainty in anticipation of his future as well, creating a powerful rush of 
emotion that is evident when I listen to Michael speak. 
Kevin and Taylor seem the least phased by the end of the play, and the 
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least emotional. Relief at having more free time seems to outweigh any sadness 
at the process ending. It seems like any bittersweet feelings are tempered by two 
things: the knowledge that they will get the opportunity to participate in another 
high school show next year, and by the continued social contact that some 
members of the cast still had via the group text conversation to which Taylor 
refers. For them, an enjoyable experience ends without much fanfare. They share 
a sense of accomplishment, and freely move on. Danielle has a bit more of an 
emotional reaction, and seems basically to be swept up in the shared emotional 
experience of the end of the show. She gets caught up in the “mood” (the 
befindlichkeit) that overtakes the cast after the final show and is clearly willing to 
join in on the moment. In all their cases, the feelings they share with me do not 
seem specific or distinctively unique. 
Those relatively impersonal descriptions are very different from what 
Carly and Michael share, although they both clearly look back on their 
experiences differently. I was moved by Michael’s emotional description of how 
he was feeling in our final conversation. He shed tears as he spoke to me, tears 
which to me reflected a gratitude for the experiences he has had and a bit of fear 
that he would not find a similar set of experiences when he goes off to college. 
Going from being the star in your high school to just one of many talented 
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students in a performing arts pre-professional program will be a drastic change, 
and perhaps an uncomfortable one.  In this moment, those two feelings sit 
simultaneously within him. 
Carly is in an entirely different space. She seems to long for exactly the 
opportunity that Michael is about to take on. Her feelings about the show are 
complicated in a way that Michael’s are not, perhaps a reflection of their ages 
and perhaps a reflection of the different dynamics at play for boys and girls in 
this particular program. Her desire to improve as a performer, to be in the best 
position she can be in when she eventually goes to college and, she hopes, 
pursues a career in theater, is challenged by her desire to be socially accepted by 
her peers and her sense that in some ways she is not (This will be discussed more 
in the next chapter). You get the sense when you listen to her that she would 
much prefer to be participating in theater elsewhere, with only people who care 
as passionately as she does. At the same time, the way she looks up to the 
upperclassmen is clear when she worries what the show will be like without 
them. The conflict here seems evident. Even as she complains about some of the 
social dynamics at play, there is trepidation about what will happen when those 
dynamics are upended by the natural process of progressing through the grades. 
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CHAPTER SIX: BEING-WITH-OTHERS 
“We are not alike.”  
– Nellie, Act I, Scene 1 
 
“We’re—we’re the same kind of people fundamentally—you and me.”  
– Nellie, Act I, Scene 11 
 
 As Heidegger wrote, our world is a “with-world,” and it is essentially 
impossible to go about the business of everyday life without encountering others 
in the midst of our everyday dealings. In the context of high school musical 
theater, these others exist in the form of other students, teachers, family and 
friends, and even the other that exists as the character that each student inhabits 
onstage. Navigating these encounters with others is part of the ever-shifting 
landscape of daily life and each of these five students has a different experience 
of moving through it. In this chapter I will examine multiple ways the five 
students in this study experience encounters with others. I will also present more 
extensive accounts of the experiences of Taylor and Carly in particular, because 
these two students represent particularly vivid unique examples of the 
experience of encounters with the other in the context of high school musical 
theater. 
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Others as Rivals 
 For Carly, Kevin, and Danielle, the start of the musical theater process is 
in part defined by the degree to which it positions their peers as rivals. This is 
largely due to the nature of the audition process itself. Auditions for a theatrical 
production inherently involve comparing different people and, at a most basic 
level, determining who is better. In the case of high school musical theater, the 
arbiter of this judgment is the director, perhaps with a production team of other 
adults. I hope my own students understand that, when it comes to student 
theater, the judgement is more about the fit for a particular role than it is about a 
general ranking of talent. Still, when students get to watch each other audition as 
they do at Central Hills, it is only natural that some self-conscious awareness of 
one’s own place in the talent pool creeps in.  
 As Kevin watches other students perform their monologues at auditions, 
for example, he notices when some of the younger students have gotten better, in 
his estimation, since the previous year. He does not specify exactly how they 
have gotten better, aside from noting a general increase in “confidence.” He 
describes the audition experience as  
A high stress situation. You're standing in front of everyone and they are, if 
they're not directly watching you, they're glaring over and everyone's 
comparing themselves to everyone else. It just makes it a little bit more nerve 
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wracking. Not that I was like shaking. I was not quite nervous but I definitely 
was not settled. 
 
Danielle, auditioning for Bloody Mary, has a similar feeling of nerves, 
describing her heart beating like crazy in her chest. She says she was thinking, 
“Oh, my god. I messed up yesterday. I have to do good today to make up for it." 
Her friend, auditioning for the same part, messes up right before she has to sing, 
making Danielle even more nervous. She takes the lyric sheet with her, just to be 
on the safe side. "I sang. I was a little shaky, but it's nerves.” 
Kevin feels "meh" about his performance. "I don't think even if I gave a 
stellar performance I would have felt particularly great but I knew that it was 
just okay and my voice is loud and in pitch but beyond that it's nothing 
particularly special." I instinctively understand what Kevin means by the word 
“meh,” but I was curious if there was a formal definition. Typing “define ‘meh’” 
into Google results in this definition: “expressing a lack of interest or 
enthusiasm” or, as an adjective, “uninspiring; unexceptional.”196 We can infer, 
therefore, that Kevin feels he gave an unremarkable performance, but he is 
unable to articulate what about his performance he considers to be lacking. It is 
more evidence of the tension between his awareness that acting requires skill and 
                                                                                                    
196 Google search, 2017, “Meh.” Accessed March 23, 2017. 
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his difficulty articulating what exactly that skill is. 
The emotional maturity expected of students in this situation is striking. 
With the exception of Michael (and, to some extent Taylor, albeit for different 
reasons), each of the students describes feelings of anxiety, fear, jealousy, 
confidence, diffidence, and friendship that occur roughly simultaneously. While 
they experience this jumble of emotions, students are expected to sing and 
perform in front of their peers in a way that demonstrates the best of their 
theatrical talents and abilities. The students are acutely aware of their own 
corporeality, with a self-conscious anxiety that resonates sharply with Sartre’s 
examples as discussed in Chapter Two (we see ourselves more sharply when we 
are aware of others seeing us).  
 Auditions have a way of making the auditionee feel helpless, and these 
students find a variety of ways to minimize that feeling. Carly rationalizes, 
reminding herself of how her training sets her apart from other students. For 
example, on the second day of auditions, they have to sing their audition songs. 
After a nerve-wracking and distracted day of classes, the students arrive and are 
told they will be singing by character and in the order of their audition numbers. 
Carly is immediately annoyed, because the fact that she is auditioning for Nellie 
means she must wait until the end. In the meantime, she watches the others sing. 
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(Incidentally, this is one of many instances where we see ways in which the 
experience of time is wrapped up in the experience of encountering others. As 
Carly waits for her turn to audition, she is confronted with performances by her 
rivals for the role she seeks.) She says, 
You're not supposed to do this. I was not judging, but critiquing them in my 
head. Personally, when I judge other people, it makes me more self-conscious that 
I'm doing it. Like, there's other people that are judging me, so I try not to. I have 
taken years of voice lessons and stuff, so I know all these things, like dos and 
don'ts. When I was watching, I was like, oh, I shouldn't have done that. I also 
think I feel bad that I did that. 
 
For those who are called back, the comparisons continue. At the callbacks, 
the directors ask different combinations of students to read and sing with each 
other. Kevin describes what it feels like to participate in this process: 
What they do is they do almost like permutations of different people and swap out 
this person with this person...trying to gauge not only the skill level but the 
chemistry. At that point, it's very glaring, the differences between the two people. 
And that's when my comparison between myself and other people really starts to 
ramp up. Actually, when they keep calling back the same person, it's like, “Okay, 
are they thinking about this person more than me?” It's a catastrophic line of 
thinking. I tend to see the good in them and the bad in me. That's how my mind 
works. There's a hyper-competitiveness to me so it's like, “Did I do better or 
worse than them?” It's like a dichotomy. Half of me was like, yeah this person's 
doing really well and half of me is like, crap, this person's doing really well. 
 
The only student who is able to experience the auditions without the 
anxiety caused by judging and comparing himself to his peers is Michael, who 
spends the entire process feeling like, in his words, “I got this.” Even this feeling, 
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though, is an encounter with the others around him. He has sized them up and, 
partly due to the accumulated confidence of four years of experience, deemed 
them unthreatening to his goal of a lead role. As a result, he is relaxed and 
confident throughout the entire process: "I feel like I had it easier than most 
because I walked into callbacks knowing what I had. I was like, 'okay, well, it'll 
be interesting to see what everyone else got.' I'm sure others must have been 
anxious. I felt confident the whole time." 
 The culmination of the audition process is the moment when the cast list is 
posted. While the discovery of what role you have been cast in is a personal 
moment, it is deeply intertwined with awareness of oneself in relationship to 
others. For example, many students apparently feel like they cannot or should 
not display their genuine emotions out of fear they might offend their friends.  
Although Carly finds out about her lead role during her last period class, 
she still walks to see the cast list after the bell rings. On the way, one of the other 
girls that was called back for Nellie is walking in the opposite direction, looking 
angry. 
I felt so bad, because she is one of my friends and she looked like she was mad at 
me. It's hard to feel good about your part when so many people are upset about it. 
My sister also didn't get the part she wanted, so she was upset about it. That 
made it really, really hard to feel good about it, because she was so upset. It also 
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might be hard for my parents, because they had to deal with one kid who's got the 
part she wanted and one who didn't.  
 
It is not difficult to imagine how Carly must have felt, knowing she was cast as 
the lead, walking past her disappointed and angry classmate.  
The competitiveness of auditions can shift into feelings of jealousy or 
resentment as the process continues and for some, the rivalries brought out 
during auditions can be hard to let go of. While none of the students I talked to 
were disappointed in their casting, Danielle describes what it was like to 
continue interacting with a girl who was seeking her role: 
Going out for the same role as a friend causes a lot of drama. A lot of drama. She 
ended up talking behind my back to my friends and her friends, saying that I 
didn't really deserve that part and that I shouldn't have gotten it and she should 
have gotten it. The director just saw something in me and gave me the part. I was 
really mad about it at first, but then again, I was like, you know what? It's karma. 
Whatever happens is going to happen and I can't change that I got the part. 
 
Even after rehearsals have been going on for several weeks, Danielle says, 
I feel like she isn't over it at all. I feel like she's a little mad at me. She's in the 
play but she's one of the nurses and she does look at me when I'm on stage. Like 
today at rehearsals she'll look at me like she's really mad at me or something or 
like she hates me but it's whatever. I practice my part, you practice yours. It 
bothers me but then again, it's not worth my time. I just don't worry about it. 
 
When describing interactions that are obviously uncomfortable for her, Danielle 
tends to say things like this. She describes feeling like another student is jealous 
of her role, or confronting a student she describes as a "friend" for talking about 
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her behind her back, but almost immediately afterward, Danielle asserts that she 
doesn't let that kind of thing bother her. I wonder how true this is. Is Danielle 
truly able to move past these feelings of competition, jealousy, and betrayal? Or 
does she feel like she should admit to moving past them, especially when she is 
speaking to an adult? I suspect the feelings of rivalry run deeper than her 
assertions that she is not bothered by them, a suspicion she seems to confirm 
when she admits of her one-time rivals, “That feeling is always going to be there 
that, oh, you can't really trust them after that.” 
 
An Outsider Other 
 During the callback auditions, a senior girl who was not called back 
arrives at school with her mother and the two stand outside the audition room 
throughout the evening. This event elicits strong reactions from all the students. 
Carly, Michael, Danielle, Kevin, and Taylor each tell their own stories and, even 
when they are describing the same event, they focus on different details. But all 
four students who were present at the callbacks described this incident in similar 
detail, so it stood out in the transcriptions. Carly could see the other student from 
her position on the stage. "She was giving me the evil eye, like staring me down 
the whole time. It was really scary." Danielle also described the situation as 
  
133 
uncomfortable: 
She sat outside the whole time and just listened until the director came out and 
said something. My director did not want to be a part of that. Because it's really 
not fair to all of us either. Because it's showing us that she has no sportsmanship 
or she's not really willing to help otherwise. We had to tell her you have to 
contribute. If this is always going to happen then please don't show up or 
something. We just wanted to get rid of that negative energy. 
 
In contrast, Kevin noted that many of the other students found the situation 
funny: 
She and her mom wanted to talk to the directors about the fact that she didn't get 
a callback and so we were laughing and joking about it. If the directors had who 
they feel is right, then that's the deal with the show and that's part of the deal. It's 
easier to say that when you get a callback than when you don't. 
 
Carly points out that this girl will ultimately end up not participating in 
the show at all, even though she was offered a role in the ensemble. 
She ended up getting a part in the ensemble and then she quit the show. I hate 
when people do that. You're going to audition and you're like, “I really want this 
part, I deserve this part.” Then, maybe you give a total of ten minutes into 
prepping it, and then you get mad when you don't get it. If you really want it and 
you really think that you deserve it, you're going to put the work into it. I think 
it's just that simple. I hate when people get annoyed that they didn't get it. It's 
like studying for a test, if you're not going to put the time into studying, then 
don't get mad because you get a bad grade. 
 
It makes sense that Carly would feel deeply unsettled by seeing a fellow 
student's mother complain to the director, as it must have felt to her like she was 
the target of this family's anger—Carly was called back for the part that this 
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senior felt that she deserved. Kevin on the other hand, perhaps because the girl is 
not interested in his part, takes it in stride and is able to joke about it. This raises 
the question for me of how it must have felt to be the other girl on this night—
what is it like to see your peers having fun at an audition to which you were not 
invited, while your mother angrily intervenes on your behalf with your teachers? 
Danielle's words are the most interesting to me because of her use of the 
collective "we" in describing the director's response to the situation. "We just 
wanted to get rid of that negative energy," she says. Danielle's experience of the 
moment is one of collective ownership. In her eyes, the adults and students are 
on the same side, united in their need for sportsmanship, shared contributions, 
and positive attitudes.  
 
Others as Friends: Bonding Offstage and Backstage 
Some of the most enthusiastic descriptions the students provide are of 
their experiences bonding with their friends during rehearsals and performances. 
One of the most vivid examples for Kevin is a student-run series of meetings that 
occur immediately following a rehearsal. All of the boys in the cast meet in one 
location and all of the girls meet in another, both without teachers, to discuss 
how the show is going. Both Kevin and Michael refer to these meetings 
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frequently. In contrast, the girls rarely mention them. The boys’ group has 
officers (Michael is the President and Kevin is the Vice-President), and Kevin 
sees it as an important part of the musical theater experience: 
It's a tradition. I don't know where the hell it came from. It's been around a long 
time because I remember the assistant director saying that it was around when he 
was in school and in the plays. I think it helps get the scene rolling and get 
everyone a little more excited about things. 
 
He describes the first meeting of the group, which happens very early in the 
rehearsal process: 
At the meeting, we essentially reiterated what the directors had said--about 
continuing to add energy, to be attentive and mindful during rehearsals and the 
like. We also initiated a new tradition for returning members: each of us was to 
punch him in the arm. 
 
Kevin thinks the teachers are supportive of the group. 
I think they enjoy it. I think they think it's a good thing, at least. It's definitely 
helpful for the group dynamic. It's also good for smaller issues or things that 
don't have to quite be brought to the director's attention if we can handle it 
ourselves, although that hasn't really been much of a problem for us, at least. I 
know there have been in the past, and usually more on the girls' end because the 
guys are usually fairly relaxed about things. If there are small quarrels between 
people, we just try to manage them without getting the directors involved because 
they have a lot on their plate. If we can't settle them, that's when we go to 
directors. 
 
Michael sees his position in this group as one of his responsibilities as a 
senior, recalling the way he looked up to the upperclassmen when he was 
younger: 
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When I was the freshman and seeing my upperclassmen call a meeting, I was like, 
“Oh yeah! It's going to be fun! They're going to say something funny!” We need 
that extra layer of just, for the students talking amongst the students, because 
sometimes when the director or someone of authority says to do something, some 
of the kids will blow it off. I guess over the years the more committed students in 
the show have realized we need everyone to be as committed as we are, so that 
started happening. 
 
One reason the boys seem to emphasize these meetings more than the 
girls appears to be the sense that participating in musical theater, in general, is 
more unusual for boys. They make up a smaller percentage of the cast, and there 
seems to be a strong sense of camaraderie between them—a sense of shared 
responsibility. One could hypothesize that there is a defensive masculinity at 
play, although they steer around language that might confirm this.  
 A similar type of collegial bonding, as well as student-driven discipline 
and oversight, happens during run-throughs and performances. As the students 
start running through the show, some cast members experience long stretches of 
time with nothing to do. "Between scenes, a lot of us were very bored backstage," 
says Kevin. "We kept ourselves entertained in various ways, playing telephone 
and a bunch of what were essentially schoolyard games. You try to keep yourself 
entertained somehow. You know, we talked quietly, at least we tried to talk 
quietly. It's just kind of mindless, but fun." The backstage games will provide 
Taylor with some of her favorite memories. When I ask her in our final interview 
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what stood out for her the most, she says, "Just being friends and doing a lot of 
stuff backstage." 
Michael occasionally takes it upon himself to quiet people down when 
they get too loud during run-throughs: 
I wouldn't say it was my sole job but I would be the one person to just be, guys 
I'm sorry, I don't want to be this guy but someone has to be, shut up. I'd always 
apologize because I'd see in the past where people take it upon themselves and I 
know it's necessary to have that one person to be like, okay, you've got to be quiet 
but they always end up looking like such a jerk. It's like, screw that guy. That's 
why I always apologize afterwards, guys I'm sorry but please you need to be 
quiet. The majority of ensemble members don't understand being in the ensemble. 
Because they kind of, when there's a scene happening and they're not the ones 
talking and sometimes even when they are, they kind of blank out. 
 
Michael stepping into the role of backstage behavior monitor is not surprising, 
given his own self-image as a leader and his stated desire to do everything he can 
to ensure that the production is as good as it can be. I also notice his attribution 
of this particular behavior to students in the past who did the same thing when 
he was younger. There seems to be a self-sustaining culture in place, in which 
successive student leaders take it upon themselves to step into various 
responsibilities. Michael, however, is mindful that he and others did not look 
kindly on those students that tried to tell others how to behave backstage and 
tries to soften the request as best he can.  
More interesting, though, is Michael’s blanket assessment that most of the 
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ensemble for the show “doesn’t understand being in the ensemble”! Michael 
positions himself here as more knowledgeable than his peers, but I wonder how 
he knows what being in the ensemble of a musical is all about. I imagine he 
would attribute his knowledge to the outside theater program he attends, but 
both Kevin and Taylor have spoken with me about the role of the ensemble 
onstage, including their attempts to add specific characterizations to the scenes in 
which they appear. I have to assume Michael does not refer to the ensemble 
members in terms of knowing what to do onstage, but rather that he thinks they 
do not know how to support a show offstage—that there is some quality that a 
supportive ensemble member should display.  
 
Appreciating Others 
 The cast party happens after the Saturday night show, despite having a 
final matinee performance the next day. Held at a student's house, the party is an 
important part of the process for these students. Michael is getting excited about 
attending his final cast party of high school: "The days are leading up to the 
show, which means the days are leading up to the cast party. I am ready to party 
my face off," he says.  
While the students describe some rather typical elements of high school 
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parties, the highlight for everyone involved is clearly the "Paper Plate Awards," 
in which each member of the cast is given a paper plate with an award on it. 
Carly describes the process:  
The seniors make it for everyone and the juniors make the plates for the seniors. I 
think everyone looks forward to their paper plate. It involves the freshmen, they 
get an understanding of what this drama club is going to be like over the next four 
years. It brings everyone closer. Some people don't care about it but I think it's 
fun. I really like it. It's just fun to see what paper plates everyone gets. 
 
Michael:  
Each plate is unique and commemorates something that the senior class has 
noticed about you. It's times like these that make me dread the end of my high 
school shows, because regardless of the directors, the show, or just the overall 
quality of the production, one thing has always stayed consistent for me. I never 
stopped having fun with the cast. 
 
Danielle says that when people received their paper plates,  
 
Everyone would start bawling their eyes out. I was crying on half of them, 
because—I don't know why. Everyone else was crying. I felt obligated to cry. I'm 
that kind of person, where if someone's crying, I'm going to start crying right 
next to them. I ended up crying on all of them. 
 
Kevin: 
The party got surprisingly emotional; more people cried than those that didn't. 
That, to me, was a stark contrast from the last few years, especially in the 
relations between crew and cast. When the seniors this year were freshmen, they 
said the cast and crew had two separate parties. Now, the two groups were co-
mingling and the intimate bond between everyone was shared, not in two separate 
groups. People got into how their family lives are rough, how they've hit rough 
patches in their life, how they'd probably be dead if it weren't for the drama club. 
All of it is very hard to hear, but at the same time it shows you that you (as an 
  
140 
individual and as part of a group) can have a real impact on someone's life and 
not even realize it. 
 
 The Paper Plate Awards are a formalized ritual that these students all 
consider to be important, and they stand out even in an activity that includes a 
large number and variety of ritualistic elements. The students acknowledge this. 
Kevin says, 
I think these rituals are very important. They kind of keep the camaraderie alive. 
There's only so many times you could do, okay we've got to this scene, we've got 
to do this, okay we're done, see ya. If you really want a cast and crew to connect, 
you've got to have stuff like this where we forget about the show for a bit and we 
all just have fun as people. I think that's what keeps those who are in school next 
year, I think that's what keeps them doing the show. When they tell these stories 
to friends and underclassmen, I think that's what brings people into the show. I 
think it's very necessary in boosting morale and being, hey you person who thinks 
you're not important, we think you're very important and we're so happy to have 
you here. 
 
Kevin here is unconsciously acknowledging that his seeming dismissal of the 
rehearsal process earlier was a deeply held belief about what aspects of the 
musical theater process are most important to him. He is a committed participant 
in the musical theater program at Central Hills, but he does not seem that 
interested in the process of musical theater. He is, however, very interested in the 
rituals that connect him to his peers. 
What is it about the Paper Plate Awards that create such a vivid emotional 
response in these students? They spend a considerable amount of time looking 
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forward to them, and for everyone at the party it feels like a highlight of the 
entire experience. Carly points out the way in which this formal ritual almost 
initiates younger cast members into the drama club, a club that they may choose 
to be part of for the rest of high school. Michael has proudly displayed his paper 
plates in his room, and I would not be surprised if they travel to his college dorm 
next year.  
Reflecting on this as a teacher and a former high school musical theater 
performer, I notice that the plates are personal and specific. They are tangible 
proof that not only were you part of the process of putting on this show, but you 
were noticed by your peers and that you matter to them in some way. Kevin’s 
description feels startlingly insightful in this light: “We think you’re very 
important and we’re so happy to have you here.” It is easy to get lost in a chorus, 
or in the third clarinet section of a band. In other words, in the Heideggerian 
sense, it can be easy to feel anonymous or average in these large ensembles. It 
can similarly be easy to feel anonymous in the chorus of a musical. These 
students (and, I suspect, many students in other productions around the country) 
have taken the initiative to make sure that nobody feels average—everyone is 
given a moment of specific and unique recognition. Even Carly, who we will see 
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later on had mixed feelings about the social aspect of this process, acknowledges 
that the plates bring everybody “closer” together.  
Without prompting from adults, the students participate in an annual 
ritual that falls the night before the final performance, taking on an almost sacred 
significance. This ritual strengthens the bond as the students alternatively 
recognize, praise, and gently tease each other. New cast members take one more 
step into the drama club community, and upperclassmen demonstrate through 
words and actions that the community is one to be valued. 
Coming as it does on the eve of the final performance, the ritual of the 
Paper Plate Awards also serves as an important threshold for these students. The 
awards mark the transition from the set apart time of the show back to the 
regular time of the rest of the school year. In this case, however, crossing that 
threshold includes a tangible memento of your experience. 
 
Others in the Audience 
When public performances begin, the audience represents an important 
community of others for these students as well, and the audience’s participation 
in the performance ritual is notable for the students, who pay attention to its size 
and feeling. The students at Central Hills do not consider the first performance, 
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for the audience of senior citizens in the community to be a “true” performance. 
Instead, they treat it as more of an invited dress rehearsal. What is a “true” 
performance? I wondered. There is, after all, an audience there who has not seen 
the show before. Do they not consider it true because the audience does not 
include any of their friends or families? The audience that matters is clearly an 
audience that includes people they know. Still, there is a sense of a shift into a 
different phase of the process. While the audience itself might be somewhat 
discounted, there is an audience. "I'm kind of excited, but also really scared," 
Carly says of the first public performance.  
 Michael describes his overall impression of the audience: 
We got a better turn out than I had thought. For this particular show, I wasn't 
really expecting that much from the audience simply because it's an older show 
and the typical teenager is not really...South Pacific? What's that? Thursday 
night was lackluster, but that's to be expected. It's Thursday night. People have 
work and school the next day, they don't want to go see a show. As for the next 
following nights, it was getting bigger and that made me pleasantly surprised. 
  
Carly thinks the larger audiences improved her performances:  
We had a much bigger audience on Friday which helped me a bit. There was a lot 
more reaction from the audience, so that helped me feel a bit better and I was less 
nervous because I like a bigger audience. I like when there's more reaction and 
more applause and more laughter. It definitely feels different when there's a big 
audience, because if you say a joke there's more people to laugh. Then there's 
those parts that are dramatic. You can hear a louder silence, if that makes sense. 
You know when there's more people in the audience, you can hear a pin drop 
because it's so nice. I know my job as an actor is not just to perform the source 
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material. It's to actually touch, move, and inspire the audience. I feel like when 
they're that invested, when they're silent when they're supposed to be and they 
really feel, I feel like I've done my job. When the room has more people in it and 
it's that quiet it means a lot, but when the room is less full and it's not quiet it's 
like there's not a lot of people in there anyway, you know what I mean? 
 
 Carly’s description of the power of a full house is evocative, in particular 
in the notion of “a louder silence.” Carly is more invested in her own 
performance because she can hear in that silence an audience that is invested in 
her performance as well. This mutuality is described by Bert O. States as “a 
remarkable exercise in group imagination.”197 States also describes the 
relationship between actor and audience as “collaborative” and suggests that the 
audience has an active role to play during a theatrical performance.198 This 
symbiotic relationship between performer and audience can come with high 
expectations when paying audience members and professional performers are 
involved (as when South Pacific is performed on Broadway, for example), but it is 
given a different flavor here. Carly’s audience, to whom she feels a unique 
connection in this moment, is her community who, one imagines, is similarly 
invested in her, perhaps not personally, but in the sense that all activities in 
public schools are a symbol of a community’s effort to instill certain attitudes and 
                                                                                                    
197 States, Great Reckonings in Little Rooms, 158. 
198 Ibid., 170. 
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beliefs into the next generation.  
When I ask Michael to describe his experience of being onstage, what 
stands out for him is a moment when this mutually sustaining relationship 
between actor and audience member is broken:  
If I could think of one thing that maybe kind of miffed me a little, just kind of 
annoyed me, during the second act my song, “This Nearly Was Mine,” the very 
emotional turning point for Emile, there were these two girls in the front row just 
yucking about something, just laughing. I can't help thinking, what? What's 
funny? I don’t lose my focus, at least I try not to but at the same time, I hope 
they're not laughing at the accent, that's all I'm hoping. Something like that, it's 
not hard to keep going while that's happening in the audience. It's not like it was 
a loud laugh but you could definitely see the look on their faces. It wasn't like 
children screaming in the audience. When you're onstage you have to ready 
yourself for stuff like that, you can't let yourself just totally lose focus and get out 
of the moment. That stuff is going to happen. You've got to prepare for the worst 
and just do the scene.  
 
Michael has been self-conscious about the French accent he has worked on 
throughout the rehearsal process, and I was not surprised that this was an 
anxiety that was triggered in this moment. What is remarkable here is how 
fragile the state of performance mode can be, how dependent the performers are 
on the audience to sustain it, and how difficult it can be to find your way back to 
it after it has gone. 
After each performance, the cast changes out of their costumes and heads 
out into the lobby where their friends and family are waiting for them. Danielle 
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says, 
For me, there was just random people coming up to me like, “Oh, my god you 
were so funny. You played that part so well. Blah, blah.” I had a couple of voice 
instructors come up to me and stuff. There was a lot of parents coming up to me 
saying how I sang really good, that I was really funny, that I did really well. 
There's random people hugging you and giving you handshakes. I didn't really 
know what to say. I was kind of dumbfounded, I guess. I say the same thing every 
time, because I don't know what else to say. I'm so flattered and stuff. I'm like, 
“Thank you so much. That means so much.” What else am I supposed to say?  
 
Danielle enjoys this part of the experience: 
It made me feel really appreciated, and that I did a good job, that I'm doing what 
I'm supposed to. I'm pleasing people. I feel like I did a great job. That means a lot 
to me, because it's how I felt when I was in seventh grade, when I did my first 
play. It made me feel really good. 
 
Carly feels particularly gratified when people compliment her after the 
performances. 
There was this one guy and he was like, “I've been seeing these shows for years 
and I've never seen a student as invested in a character as you.” It really meant a 
lot because it wasn't just like oh great job you're so talented, it was like they 
really appreciate how much work I put into it as opposed to just my natural 
talent, which I'm kind of tired of hearing those compliments. It doesn't really 
mean as much to me anymore. I definitely prefer when someone appreciates my 
work ethic and how much stuff I did instead of just my natural, raw talent 
because I did do a lot of work. It wasn't just what I was born with.  
 
Carly, as is by now evident, is the student here that is most interested in seeming 
professional and knowledgeable. This has been a source of anxiety and pride 
throughout this process, so it is not surprising that the compliments she most 
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values are the ones that directly acknowledge her professionalism—she is herself 
most proud of the fact that she is willing to do the work, and the recognition of 
this by others is clearly validating. 
 
Taylor’s Experience of Others: You are Like Me 
 Taylor’s journey through this production of South Pacific follows a path 
from feeling like an outsider to feeling like an insider. In other words, Taylor 
starts the process as somebody who is keenly aware of her deviance from das 
Man and concludes it with a firm belief that she has found other beings-like-her. 
She describes her experience of the others she participates with almost entirely in 
terms of where she is in that journey. A sketch of her experience is therefore 
evocative, providing a unique glimpse into what it feels like to be an enthusiastic 
newcomer to the process of high school musical theater. 
As a freshman, Taylor starts out with many more questions about 
auditioning for a musical at Central Hills than the older students and she is the 
only one of the five students who explains in detail the informational meeting 
about the show: "There were a lot of people there and I was surprised because in 
middle school, not a lot of people wanted to audition. We never had meetings 
like that so I felt like it was going to be a fun time. Just being a part of something 
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big." Danielle had mentioned "a rehearsal the day before [the auditions] to 
actually learn more of the music," but otherwise no one mentioned the adults 
involved in this production or any assistance they might have provided to the 
students prior to the auditions. Taylor, who was not yet part of the student social 
network, really needed this informational meeting, and not just for the 
immediately obvious reason of learning the practical details about the audition 
process. In fact, given Taylor's own admission that she failed to get her practical 
questions answered, the meeting seems to have been more useful for how it 
made her more excited to audition for the show at all. 
 Although her description of herself at the meeting is somewhat insular, 
when she describes the auditions themselves, Taylor notices and aligns herself 
with her fellow newcomers, telling me that out of around thirty students 
auditioning, only five were freshmen, all of them girls. Framing herself as a 
newcomer to high school musicals, she repeatedly stresses how “professional” 
the audition process feels and how much more seriously everybody takes it as 
compared to her experience in middle school. Viewing herself as a newcomer 
also frees Taylor somewhat from some of the most intense feelings of 
competition and nervousness at the auditions by virtue of her belief that, as a 
freshman, she is not competitive for a large role anyway. She is still nervous, but 
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her nerves relate almost entirely to performance anxiety. Her view is not yet 
colored by complexities of analyzing a social hierarchy at the high school. This 
relaxed attitude translates into the callbacks too—although she was the only one 
of these five who was not called back, she was never expecting to be called back 
for a role. As a result of her low expectations, the cast list posting was, for Taylor, 
a pleasant surprise:  
The cast list was getting major crowds. Everyone was like, “Go look at your role!” 
Then my friend said, “Okay you have to go look at that.” I'm like, “Okay.” I 
wasn't expecting to get a main role but I went to the list and I found out I was 
The Professor. I didn't know a lot about him. Not knowing a lot about the show, it 
was hard for me to judge who are the best for each role. There were some that I 
had to agree with because of how they performed at the audition and how they 
sang and what their personality was like in general. 
 
As rehearsals progress, Taylor gradually shifts from identifying herself as 
a newcomer, to identifying as part of the group. As she meets and becomes more 
comfortable with other cast members, her enjoyment of being at rehearsals also 
increases. Taylor distinguishes her position in the cast by looking up to and 
admiring upperclassmen. For example, while the older girls do not seem to have 
much attachment to the girls’ incarnation of the student-run post-rehearsal 
meeting groups, Taylor seems to view these meetings as a manifestation of the 
supportive nature of the community she has joined:  
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The upperclassmen have had more experience. They're sort of leaders. Especially 
in the changing rooms, one of the juniors or seniors would be like, ‘listen up!’ and 
they would write stuff on the board for us to follow. They would write the order of 
the songs or the cast party on Saturday. They would be leaders for us to follow. I 
think it's something they do themselves [without being asked by a teacher]. I do 
hope to continue being in the play and some day when I'm an upperclassman I'll 
lead the freshman and sophomores. It would be interesting to see how the 
underclassmen react to it. I think because as an upperclassman, you've been a 
freshmen or sophomore before, so you know how it feels. It's like, they take the 
leadership role.  
 
The communities are designed to perpetuate this type of mentor-mentee 
relationship, and it seems no accident that both Michael, the oldest student I 
spoke with, and Taylor, the youngest student, have strong views of either side of 
this relationship.  
Taylor enjoys being onstage:  
I always had liked listening to the audience's reactions, like when they laugh or 
how they react. It's different than watching the movie by yourself and your 
reactions, but you get to see that from the other end and see how people react to 
you. I know from the plays in middle school, that when I came out for my bows 
and I heard the cheering, that it would make me feel...I don't know a word, but 
happy. Just feeling like I'm a part of something. Kind of like a sense of 
accomplishment. 
 
“A part of something” is a recurring phrase for Taylor, but its repetition does not 
lessen its impact for me. In fact, as the rehearsal process progresses, I notice that 
Taylor shifts her speech from tentatively recognizing a peer group to which she 
wanted membership, to feelings of belonging in that peer group. It is hard to say 
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if there was a specific moment when that transition occurred, but it is clear that 
at the moment she takes her final bow it is complete. The simplicity of her 
statement that, in that moment, she is “happy” should not obscure the 
profundity of the experience she is having. The fact that she recognizes in that 
experience the same feeling she had felt in her middle school plays which she has 
continually described as less professional and less impressive, suggests to me 
that this happiness is accessible to students at any ability level. 
The most significant part of the performance experience for Taylor does 
not seem to be the performance itself but rather the community of peers she feels 
included in as a result of her efforts. This positive view of her peers, and the 
evident sense of contentment she expresses at being accepted by them is a signal 
for what ultimately seems to be at the heart of Taylor’s enthusiasm for the 
experience. She says:  
A big part of the plays for me was always making new friends. Being able to be 
more open about things to other people. The whole experience of being in a play, it 
lets you make new friendships and be closer to people so you don't have to feel like 
you have to hide anything anymore.  
 
This feeling like she doesn’t have to “hide” was present for her in the first 
meeting about the show, and perhaps explains why it was so much more 
noteworthy for her than for the other students. Of that first meeting, where 
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people were singing songs from past musicals when she walked into the room, 
she says: 
I felt like part of something. I felt I could be myself there. I think that's different 
than in other parts of school because in class, there are a lot of people that you 
don't know or are not close with. I personally feel I just have to be a part of the 
class and just stay quiet and out of things. When I'm with friends, I definitely feel 
I can open up more.  
 
Simply put, when she is surrounded by drama club students, "I just felt more 
free. I felt like I didn't have to be anyone else. I felt I could just be myself." Taylor 
and I do not discuss what part of herself she sees as hidden when she is in class 
as opposed to rehearsal, and in a sense whatever it might be is beside the point. 
There is no question that Taylor gives great importance to an activity that allows 
her to feel free, and that is clarity enough for me. 
 
Carly’s Experience of Others: We are Not Alike 
Taylor’s experience of the musical is strongly associated with her 
recognition and gratification at discovering a welcoming peer group and 
choosing to align herself with the others she found there. Carly’s experience, on 
the other hand, is one in which she continually seeks ways to set herself apart 
from the others around her, to position herself as separate from them. Rooted in 
her view of high school musical theater as training for her long-term goals, her 
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relationships with others are typically described as either related to her 
professional aspirations or incidental to them.  
Carly admits to tempering expectations of the school musical in 
comparison to the outside programs in which she participates: "It's high school 
musical theater, so people are just doing it for fun." In this instance, Carly refers 
to “high school musical theater” pejoratively—her working definition of “high 
school musical theater” appears to be the opposite of Taylor’s “more 
professional” definition. Carly’s characterization is based on her forward-looking 
beliefs about what the professional world of musical theater will be like, 
comparing her current experience with her imagined future. Taylor, in contrast, 
looks back at middle school and sees only how the high school production and 
the people involved in it seem more mature. 
At the auditions, Carly carefully selects appropriate clothing for each 
phase, changing from a dance outfit to a monologue outfit, including putting on 
character shoes, over the course of the night. "No one else did that," she notices. 
"Everyone else was wearing jeans and a t-shirt." When she walks across the stage 
to do her monologue, she is aware only of how loud a sound her heels make in 
the otherwise silent room. "Oh my god," she thinks, "Everyone is staring at me 
because I'm wearing heels and it's loud and awkward, but it made me so much 
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more in character." By putting on different clothes, it helps her to not feel like 
Carly anymore. The costume change brings her closer to an encounter with her 
character. "I was shaking a little bit, but that always happens. I did it, and I was 
really in character. I was really into it. I did everything that I rehearsed." For 
Carly, the outward physicality helps to focus her, assuaging her self-
consciousness. She is also clearly willing to suffer momentary social discomfort if 
it helps her stand out as more seriously in pursuit of her long-term goals.  
  In general, Carly sees that many other cast members approach the show 
in a fundamentally different way than she does. She seems to take offense that 
others are not willing to fully commit to rehearsal. 
It's kind of frustrating, in a way, because I take it really seriously and they kind of 
don't treat it seriously. There really isn't a reason they want to do it and they 
complain about it. They just sit around talking and they don't memorize their 
lines or anything. It's annoying because it's hard to be in a show when the people 
around you aren't taking it as seriously as you are. That can be really frustrating 
sometimes. Also, people don't understand why I put so much effort into it and all 
that stuff. We just did blocking and I had my script, and I have so much writing 
on mine because I have done every single blocking thing. I also wrote down my 
verb for each line. I had a lot. Other people just don't really care. They didn't 
write down their blocking, they didn't do anything.  
 
One of the recurring ways Carly attempts to set herself apart from her peers is by 
consciously applying acting techniques she has learned—her ability to articulate 
some of the “know-that” of acting is an aspect of her training in which she seems 
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to take evident pride, although she avoids any mention of where she learned 
these techniques. Her description here of writing down her “verb” for each line 
of dialogue is one example of an acting technique Carly has learned somewhere. 
Stanislavski describes the idea of “objectives,”199 and Moore and Bergman use the 
term “wants.”200  Her use of outward physical costume changes during the 
audition was another Stanislavskian technique.201 Importantly, Carly avoids 
characterizing her use of these techniques in terms of being a student—these are 
not acting tools she is learning how to use, they are tools she knows how to use, 
with the subtext (and sometimes actual text) being that her peers do not know 
how. 
Carly’s self-image as different from most of her cast mates often results in 
feelings of conflict for her. At an early blocking rehearsal, she says,  
We were blocking scenes one and three. We finished blocking scene one and one of 
the girls who's only in scene one walked offstage. It was seven o’clock; rehearsal 
was supposed to end at eight and we're not allowed to leave until we're done. So 
she said, “I seriously have to wait here for an hour? Even though I only had to do 
one scene I can't leave?” Basically, she was annoyed that she had to show up just 
to block one scene. And that kind of annoyed me because if you're not willing to 
make the effort to show up to rehearsals, like why are you in the show? 
                                                                                                    
199 Stanislavski, An Actor Prepares, 121. 
200 Moore and Bergman, Acting the Song, 33. 
201 Constantin Stanislavski, An Actor's Work, trans. Jean Benedetti (New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2008). 
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Acting onstage with others involves a type of interdependence—one’s 
ability to perform one’s part depends on others’ abilities to do the same. For 
example, she always tries to make sure she deals with forgetting her lines 
professionally.  
It's slightly horrifying to forget lines. I never broke character once during the 
entire run so I was really proud of that. If I forgot my line I either went to the 
next line, or I said something else that was similar to it, or I said “line” but in 
character the whole time. It's scary because somebody is sitting in front of me, in 
the audience with a script, and they're reading all the lines. I feel like when I say 
the line wrong or I don't say it they're just like, “Oh, why didn't she say that 
line?” Or I feel like the director would be like, “Oh, why aren't you off book?” It's 
really scary.  
 
Carly’s fear seems rooted in her desire to project confidence and professionalism 
at all times. In some ways, this is a manifestation of her continued desire to prove 
she has earned the lead. Any opportunity for the director (or her peers) to 
suggest she is not meeting the challenge stokes that fear. Danielle has a similar 
fear about forgetting her lines (outlined in the previous chapter), but her 
forgetting seems less dire because her experience of the show is not as defined by 
her sense of her own competence. For Danielle, her fear about forgetting lines 
seems to be a window into the communal reaction to the pressure of learning 
lines, not in the pressure itself. 
Carly’s tendency to feel conflicted about her peers manifests in the context 
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of sharing the stage with them too, and she describes how it feels to share a stage 
with somebody who is forgetting their lines, getting annoyed when students 
with far fewer lines than her struggle to remember:  
It annoys me so much because they're in what, like two scenes, and they had 
what, maybe a total of thirty lines? They can't even remember those thirty lines 
that are one-liners? I have I don't know how many lines. I was in eight scenes of 
Act One and talking the entire time in all those scenes. I was able to memorize my 
lines and you can't memorize yours? It wouldn't bother me too much, but the 
reason it bothers me was because their lines are my cue lines. I can't just 
memorize my lines and then just recite my lines. It has to go with what they say. 
If they mess up their line and skip fifty thousand things, I in my head have to skip 
fifty thousand things also. Then it just doesn't make sense. 
 
 The descriptions of learning lines from both Danielle and Carly weave 
aspects of both the grappling with theatrical skills and the intersection of those 
skills with the students’ social world. Learning lines is, of course, a basic task for 
a musical theater performer but the actual experience of grappling with this task 
suggests real variability. While the description of learning lines is a reflection of 
positive sociality for Danielle, it is quite the opposite for Carly, who uses the 
work she has to put in to learning her lines as another piece of evidence for how 
she takes the process more seriously than her peers. There is an element of her 
description that seems almost defensive—another manifestation of her feeling 
like she still needs to prove that she deserves the lead role. She seeks (and finds) 
opportunities to point out that her work ethic outpaces that of the people around 
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her. 
After the show is over, Carly opens up to me more than she had in the 
past about some of the conflicts she felt with other students. It is a striking 
contrast with Michael, who has been telling me how close the entire cast and 
crew has become and how supportive everyone is of each other. Carly says that 
her on-again, off-again boyfriend was relaying some of the things other students 
were saying about her. (This is the only time throughout the entire process that 
Carly will mention this boyfriend to me. She says that he was a member of the 
crew for this production.) Her description is lengthy, and I will quote it in full 
here before discussing its implications:  
 They were saying stuff about me and it pisses me off so much. They were 
just saying that I was an asshole. The stage manager was saying that and it's like, 
she acted like she was so nice to me and that's what bothered me because the other 
girl that was saying it is in the cast and she's always been mean. She always said 
mean stuff about me, that's why it didn't really bother me as much when I heard 
that she called me an asshole, but then the other girl was so nice to me and that's 
what bothered me because she was so fake because she said all this stuff about me 
behind my back. It happened a lot. I don't understand. It sounds like people think 
I'm cocky and selfish and conceited, but I'm a nice person. I don't go out of my 
way to be mean to anyone or at least I don't do it intentionally. I'm open. I'm 
nice to people. I'm always there for people so I don't understand why people are so 
mean to me behind my back. People are nice to me in person for the most part. 
 I feel like drama club has two sides, definitely. There's the side of your best 
friends and the people that are supportive of you completely and love you, and 
always try to support you. And the rest of the people that are just so mean. I said 
many times how we're a family, but there's always those people that aren't really 
a part of the family. They're just mean. It's hard to tell how many people do that 
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because part of that first group that I said are fake sometimes and half the people 
that I think are in it are probably talking crap about me right now. But whatever, 
I mean what am I going to do? Twelve percent of the people in the club are openly 
mean. Then I'd say forty percent are not openly mean but mean. Then whatever's 
left, that's the percent that's actually genuinely nice and actually care about you 
and love you. 
 
I am surprised at her calculations, because they mean that, from Carly’s point of 
view, less than half of the people involved in the show are genuinely nice to her. 
It really is sort of less than half. At least in this school, but I can't imagine it'd be 
that different in other schools. It's high school. People are going to be mean. I've 
tried so much and I've said how I'll hear people talking and I'll try to say 
something to them but it doesn't work because then they're just going to talk crap 
about me and say how I ruin everything. I don't know it's just kind of crazy. 
 
I ask her if she has talked to her teachers about this feeling that most of the 
cast just is not nice to each other, and she says she had not. 
There's not much they can do about it and I know that there's bullying and stuff, 
and they can always report stuff or whatever, but there's not much you can do 
about someone just being a mean person or just talking badly about someone else. 
No matter where you go there's always going to be people like that. You just can't 
really change that. 
 
 This description of conflict reflects a significant degree of ambivalence 
that exists within Carly. On the one hand, she has recognized and been part of 
the experiences of social bonding that have brought the cast of South Pacific 
together. She spoke of her sadness following the final performance upon 
realizing that it meant the seniors would be graduating. She found meaning and 
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connection in the Paper Plate Awards. These were no less positive experiences 
for her than they were for the other students.  
The paradox here is that Carly apparently sees no conflict between the 
social interactions that she views favorably and the above quite negative 
characterization. She is resigned to the emotionally painful experiences without 
discounting the pleasant ones. In this regard, her experience is quite different 
from the other four students. Based on her descriptions to me, Carly is consistent 
in placing her view of what is best for her professional development at the 
forefront of her own understanding of the high school musical experience.  
The others clearly favor the communal social experience over increasing 
technical skills and the theatrical process. This could simply be attributed to 
personality differences (our students are all different, after all!), but I think it also 
reflects the multiple hierarchies that have been at play throughout this chapter 
and the previous one. Michael, by virtue of his literal seniority and by the lack of 
competition for male roles, is freed from the pressure of having anything to 
prove. Carly, on the other hand, constantly feels this pressure—perhaps, 
unspoken, even to herself. She is young, she is female, she knows older girls 
wanted her part, and she feels constantly like she is being watched, waiting to 
screw up and justify the others’ jealousy. There is no apparent contradiction for 
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her—musical theater is an activity that Carly loves, at which she wants to devote 
her life, an activity in which she gets to work with her best, most supportive 
friends, and at which she is willing to tolerate the anxiety and distress caused by 
people she views as unsupportive and mean. 
 
Conclusion 
Throughout the rehearsals and performances of this production of South 
Pacific, interactions with others are an inseparable part of the overall experience 
for these students, and their view of those others often shapes their view of that 
experience. In some cases, seemingly innocuous moments during rehearsals and 
performances make a big impression. I am thinking of Kevin’s emphasis on the 
boys’ post-rehearsal meeting group, Danielle’s description of a backstage 
memorization support network, and Taylor’s repeated assertion that being in the 
play makes her feel like “a part of something.” While the actual work of the 
production is occurring in the background, the interactions with their peers are 
at the forefront, and the moments in the process when they feel connected to 
their peers—either through collaboration, backstage support, or even through 
rivalry—are the moments to which they have the strongest emotional reactions, 
and the moments about which they are able to offer their most vivid 
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recollections. 
In fact, for the large span of the musical theater experience that 
encompasses the routine of rehearsal, social interactions are richer for the 
students than any aspects we might loosely categorize as “educational.” Even 
Carly, who talks at length about the personal work she does to prepare for a 
future career in the theater, more often than not frames the work she does in 
social terms—as a comparison to those around her, or as evidence of how much 
harder she needs to work to make up for the deficit inherent to her position in 
the hierarchy of the cast. For all her talk of professionalism and her career goals, 
her descriptions reveal how dominant the social lifeworld is to her experience. 
The importance of others in interpreting their experience is clear beyond 
the immediate peer group of the cast. When the girl who was not cast arrives at 
the callbacks with her mother, when the “loud silence” of the audience inspires 
Carly’s performance, or when Danielle feels appreciated by strangers in the 
school lobby after the show, these are all moments that the students offer vivid 
experiential descriptions.  
The lived experiences of Carly, Michael, Kevin, Danielle, and Taylor 
described in the preceding two chapters demonstrate remarkable variability, yet 
the lens I have used to explore these experiences draws out real similarities as 
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well. The experience of time—the set apart time of the entire musical theater 
process, the smaller units of time that suggest which aspects of the process are 
most impactful and memorable, or the specific and ephemeral experience of time 
onstage, to name three important components—is present throughout these 
students’ descriptions. More explicitly, the degree to which their experiences 
were shaped by their encounters with others is also strongly present in their 
descriptions. Their experience of high school musical theater as a space of 
learning requires some reading between the lines, however. In the next chapter I 
will discuss this tension, as well as return to the bracketed literature from 
Chapter Two in an attempt to grapple with what I have learned in this process. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: RESONANCE 
“And it’s time to go for now the show is done.” 
—Girls, Act II, Scene 3 
 
In describing the relevance of resonance to phenomenological research. 
Van Manen writes, “Resonance means that the reader recognizes the plausibility 
of an experience even if he or she has never personally experienced this 
particular moment or this kind of event.”202 In this chapter, I will reflect on the 
lived experiences of Carly, Michael, Danielle, Taylor, and Kevin, five individuals 
who have had an experience I have never had—rehearsing for and performing in 
a production of South Pacific at Central Hills High School. I will explore my own 
feeling of resonance with their experiences, consider what I have learned, and 
offer suggestions for future research. 
 
Reflections on Musical Theater Students’ Experience of Time 
Merleau-Ponty described time using the metaphor of a fountain—
experienced in the present moment as a bursting forth that implies the past and 
the future simultaneously in the now.203 In this conception, each individual 
                                                                                                    
202 Van Manen, Phenomenology of Practice, 240. 
203 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception. 
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present moment is inseparable from the past that has led up to now and the 
potential futures, both hoped for and, perhaps, in some cases feared, that might 
be yet to come. While the past and future are usually in the present moment only 
implicitly, the experience of the now is nevertheless shaped by both.  
 This is one crucial reason why the set-apart time of high school musical 
theater can be experienced in such individually variable ways. The pasts that 
lead students to any given show and the futures they anticipate are extremely 
personal in all cases. The beginning of this production of South Pacific provides 
an instructive example. Michael experiences the start of the process with three 
years of accumulated time that underlie the actions he takes and the feelings he 
has. His self-image as a student leader is built on beliefs that he has climbed the 
ranks and he has earned his current place—both beliefs have been built over 
time. Michael’s lack of anxiety about the audition itself (“I got this,” he 
repeatedly asserts) rests on these beliefs. The expectation of being cast as a lead 
in South Pacific and the accumulated memories of the previous three years are the 
foundation on which his present-moment enthusiasm rests. 
 The other four students provide four additional windows into the ways 
time shapes the experience of the present moment. Carly has less time as a 
student in the high school to buttress her self-confidence about her place in the 
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hierarchy, and she feels less assured about her eventual role in the show. Her 
present moment is shaped by her comparatively fewer years of performing in 
musicals with this drama club and anxiety about the future, both in the short 
term of this particular production and the long term of her professional 
aspirations. Experienced past and anticipated future influence Carly’s present 
moment of drive to prove her professional worth during auditions.  
Taylor’s past experience with musical theater took place in middle school 
where, apparently, fewer students took part. It is easy to imagine Taylor feeling 
outcast in middle school precisely because she took part in the musical, and 
those feelings have followed her into high school. She has little idea about what 
to expect from a high school show, but the number of students who show up for 
the initial meeting suggests to Taylor that the experience of high school musical 
theater will be unlike middle school. She holds out hope that she will find a place 
where she can feel free to be herself. All of these students’ experiences 
demonstrate how the individual variability that exists for everyone can turn a 
present moment that they all experience together into a moment that is felt 
differently in each case—no two students have the same history in their past or 
the same hopes and fears about the future. 
 In their accounts of this production of South Pacific, these five students 
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often describe aspects of the experience that they find particularly noteworthy in 
terms of time. Kevin, for example, in discounting periods of rehearsal as a 
“necessary evil,” is reacting to the repetitive task of running scenes multiple 
times in a row. Rehearsal time is, in a sense, routine—a time in between the 
auditions, which represents a threshold between regular school time and the 
ultimate result of whatever it is that each student is seeking through being in the 
musical. For Kevin, the routine of rehearsal receives the added layer of 
repetition, an experience of stretched out time in which he seems to be waiting 
for something more interesting to happen. 
 A period of time that I assumed would be experienced similarly to the 
“necessary evil” of rehearsals—long stretches with nothing to do backstage—are 
experienced as anything but. For Taylor, the unstructured time backstage is an 
essential part of what the high school music theater experience is and becomes 
her favorite part of the production. The moments outside of mandated and 
structured action are similarly important to Danielle, who offers a rich 
description of the support network backstage and the high-energy of pre-show 
preparation rituals. Interestingly, the variability in individual experience is no 
less visible here when we hear Carly and Michael describe these same stretches 
of time. Rather than enjoying the unstructured time, Michael takes it upon 
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himself to oversee and even discipline his cast mates. His focus is onstage, not 
backstage. Carly, for her part, barely mentions being backstage, unless it is in 
reference to her ability to do her job onstage. 
 Time onstage may be a meaningful part of the musical theater process, but 
it seems to be somewhat difficult to put into words. Danielle’s description is 
vibrant, and I am drawn especially to the way that the experience of time seems 
to change as she crosses the literal threshold from offstage to onstage. Her 
descriptions of the time leading up to being onstage suggest a type of organized 
chaos; her descriptions feel frantic, but the words are specific and ordered. She 
methodically lists the things she is taking care of: props, costumes, lines, and 
lyrics. The listing of these specifics draws us into an experience of time passing. 
Contrast that with her description of being onstage, which involves a series of 
alternating feelings: ready/not ready, crazy/exciting, nervous/excited. Rather 
than feeling that time is passing, we feel the spotlight and a sense of frozen-
ness—we do not notice the scene happening, we notice the slowed-down time of 
performance. As soon as she steps offstage, she is able once again to list specific 
tasks, and reflect on whether what she did onstage was successful. In Danielle’s 
description, we see her pass through both the literal and metaphorical thresholds 
in the same instant—as she steps onto the stage, she simultaneously enters a 
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distinctive and decisive span of set-apart time. 
 The return to regular time after the production is over offers another 
glimpse of how the present moment is shaped by the past and the future, 
because all five of the students speak about the time after the show in precisely 
those terms—comparing remembered pasts to anticipated futures. Michael is the 
most emotional—his present includes four years of experiences he has found 
incredibly gratifying, and his future is both exciting and uncertain. Taylor does 
not really express much sadness about the show drawing to a close, but the 
experience of post-show time is influenced by her anticipation of three more 
shows and continuation of the friendships she has made during the rehearsals 
for and production of South Pacific.  
 
Reflections on Others Associated with a Musical Theater Production 
 Heidegger and Stanislavski both make the point that others are 
unavoidable. Even when it may seem that an individual is choosing to be 
isolated, that isolation is either in response to others—a choice that is made in 
relation to their existence in the first place—or experienced as the absence of 
others. Others obviously figure prominently into the experiences of the five 
students in this study. Importantly, the experiences of these relationships also 
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grow and change over time, in both the short and long terms. Further, the 
experiences of two of the students in this study, Carly and Taylor, notably 
resonate with the tension between choosing to identify with others and choosing 
to set oneself apart from them. 
 In the same way that there is no one experiencer, there is no one other to 
be with or encounter. The high school musical theater process results in 
relationships to any given other shifting over time. In some cases, the shift is 
experienced as entirely constructive—Taylor goes from feeling like an outsider to 
a member of a new social community over the course of this production. 
Danielle, on the other hand, seems to describe a deteriorating relationship with 
the girl who she claims is jealous of the role she was cast in, although this 
deteriorating relationship does not seem to affect the overall enjoyable social 
experience she has in the show. 
 Relationships with the others in the high school musical theater process 
seem to depend at least in part on self-professed reasons for being there in the 
first place. Although Michael finishes our final interview by expressing his 
gratitude for the many close friends he has made, he spends most of the time 
during the production viewing his friends not in social terms, but in terms of 
fellow cast-mates for whom he strives to set an example to take the process 
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seriously. That his peers seem to shift between these roles does not appear to be 
problematic for Michael. 
 On the other end of the spectrum is Carly. She does speak about having 
friends in the cast, but for the most part downplays the importance of those 
friendships while emphasizing her pre-professional reasons for participating. As 
a result, her descriptions of peer interactions reflect her experience of others as 
almost exclusively based on how they support or detract from her artistic 
process. In the end, this results in the dramatic description of her perceived 
schism between different types of peers within the cast. 
 This schism represents an important difference between Carly and 
Michael, who profess the same goal of ultimately performing in theater 
professionally, but represent very different positions along the timeline of high 
school musical theater, and crucially, very different experiences of their place 
within the community of peers in the show. At a basic level, Michael and Carly 
are different people with different personalities and correspondingly different 
ways of engaging with the world. Probing more deeply, however, suggests ways 
that the experience of both time and others can manifest differently for different 
students. 
 Michael, continually professing his relaxed confidence, views himself in 
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the context of the pool of talent at his high school. This confidence slips in one 
important moment: when he begins to reflect on his transition from high school 
to college and he openly wonders if that experience of being recognized as one of 
the most talented students in the cast has sufficiently prepared him for what he 
will face next year. Anxiety creeps in, largely because the others he will learn and 
perform with in the future are now unknown to him. His reaction to this is to 
double down on expressions of the importance and meaningfulness of his time in 
high school in a very moving way. 
 Carly’s experience of anxiety, in contrast, is present while she is still in 
high school. Her view of the future, and of her goal of professional performance 
does not include the specific, immediate next step of knowing where she will go 
to college, and she instead projects onto her present experience what she 
imagines will be required of her down the road. Her persistent focus on this still 
vague future results in encountering others in the cast almost entirely through 
the lens of how they are helping or hurting that goal, and although she is clear 
that very few of her peers share it, she is still frustrated when they do not act like 
she does—a frustration Michael seems to avoid, at least to a degree. The 
disconnect between Carly’s understanding that many others do not share her 
goals and her frustration at the differences in attitudes that results is a source of 
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tremendous internal friction for her, friction which she seems not entirely able to 
deal with at her young age. Her one-pointed focus also seems to make it more 
difficult for her to understand her peers’ reasons for being in the musical, and 
perhaps correspondingly less able to imagine how her focus is perceived by 
them. 
 These encounters with others are constant, and they continuously affect 
how the five students in this study experienced their production of South Pacific 
as a whole. Very often the students seem vividly aware of the others that are 
affecting their experiences—when Carly or Danielle feel judged by their rivals, 
for example, or when Taylor actively looks up to older students and anticipates 
becoming like them. Successfully navigating the social world of South Pacific is an 
important part of their overall experience, and recognizing what that must feel 
like for students provides valuable insight for teachers attempting to engage 
students in meaningful ways. 
 
Reflections on Learning 
 Learning, as Küpers wrote, is “a way of being and becoming.”204 The 
experience of learning in high school musical theater, then, is the experience of 
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being and becoming the type of student who is in high school musicals. There is 
no way to learn how to do this but to do it—students learn how to participate in 
high school musical theater by participating in high school musical theater. This 
is why we see Taylor wonder what the practical process is at the start and 
Michael getting a jump on the process by actively seeking out this year’s show 
before it is officially announced. One is just starting to learn what being in a high 
school musical production will mean for her, the other is something of an expert 
when it comes to “knowing-how” to do musical theater at this school. 
 Performance skills are part of this know-how and the students, despite a 
lack of specificity in their language on the topic, all acknowledge and reflect on 
their own performance skills to varying degrees. Importantly, they have widely 
different personal goals for their own advancement in terms of this craft 
knowledge. Kevin’s experience is particularly instructive—he watches and 
notices others at the audition, and is impressed by their growth in performance 
skills from last year to this year. This does not result in a real effort by Kevin to 
improve his own performance skills, however. Although he views his audition as 
“meh,” he seems satisfied with his ultimate position in the production. Along the 
same lines, Taylor is satisfied with the degree of craft knowledge she is able to 
call upon for her audition and satisfied with the role to which she is assigned. 
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One could imagine an ambitious freshman (perhaps someone like Carly, in their 
first year in a program) who is less willing to settle for a smaller role, determined 
to demonstrate a more advanced level of performance skill.  
 What seems to be the case, in my view, is a sense that there is a degree of 
craft knowledge that students consider to be just enough—enough to feel like 
they have performed competently and not embarrassed themselves, enough to 
be cast in a part they feel is appropriate for a student of their age or experience, 
or enough to participate in the show and simply enjoy the production process. 
What “just enough” means is different for each student, and this difference can 
be a source of tension, as it is for Carly in particular.  
 While performance skills are certainly an aspect of the overall experience, 
and as I suggested earlier, I also believe Nelson’s concept of “know-how” might 
helpfully be expanded to include knowing how to be in a musical at a specific 
school. Having just enough skill to achieve one’s personal goals requires, even if 
only on a sub-conscious level, an understanding of what “just enough” means in 
the context of this specific school. Further, knowing how to be in a high school 
musical involves placing these skills within the context of a developing 
awareness of one’s relationship to others over time. Taylor, in walking in to the 
first meeting sees in others an embodied example of what she will learn how to 
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do—be a member of this group of musical theater students at Central Hills. As 
she gains practical experience, she looks up to the upperclassmen, makes note of 
their confidence and imagines herself in their place someday. Each of the 
students, in their own way, navigates a similar trajectory. Even Carly, who is the 
most focused on her individual professional future, expresses her understanding 
that the Central Hills experience is partly defined by the way younger students 
become leaders when she wonders what it will be like next year without the 
current seniors. 
 Learning how to be in a high school musical may not entail learning how 
to be a musical theater actor, even though some level of performance skills is 
necessary. For Kevin, Taylor, and Danielle, learning these skills—knowing-how 
to perform in musicals—is only useful to them to the extent that it gives them 
access to the extraordinary experience of set-apart time that is the show. Once 
again, I find Kevin’s description to be particularly useful here. Kevin is aware 
that there are techniques and skills he can employ, and he notices when other 
students demonstrate these skills. Despite this, he does not appear to be have a 
desire to prepare beyond what is necessary to help him get what he wants to get 
out of the experience. He is cast as a principal character, if not one of the big 
leads, and he has demonstrated a commitment over time that results in being 
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considered a student leader. This puts him in a position to influence the parts of 
the production process that he explicitly describes as the most valuable—the 
boys’ group and the Paper Plate Awards to name two. Kevin “knows how” to be 
in a musical at Central Hills. 
 Carly and Michael, although they have a desire for “know-how” and 
“know-that” related to performance skills that the others do not share to the 
same degree, can be described in similar terms. Michael has learned how to get 
what he wanted out of the musical over the past four years, and he seems 
satisfied with his choice to participate at the end of the process. Carly, only a 
sophomore, is perhaps still learning how to participate in musicals at Central 
Hills. As a result, she experiences the tension between what she wants and what 
those around her want. For her to achieve a level of satisfaction with the process 
that Michael shows when she is a senior (should she choose to continue to 
audition for the musicals), she will have to learn how to navigate that tension for 
herself. 
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What is the lived experience of rehearsing for and performing in a high school 
musical? 
 The three sub-questions provide illumination on different, yet related, 
facets of the overall experience of high school musical theater as described by 
Taylor, Danielle, Carly, Kevin, and Michael, and they point to additional insights 
when examined together. The high school musical theater experience is one of 
dynamic and overlapping thresholds—a nest of both short-term and long-term 
“extraordinary experiences” (as Abrahams characterized it)205 that are vividly 
traversed by students. The outer boundaries of each threshold are powerful, if 
the experiences described by these five students are any indication, while time 
spans in between fade into the background. What is remarkable, however, is that 
even while a long-term bounded span has faded, high school musical theater 
provides so many shorter-term spans that the overall time still feels dynamic and 
alive in a way that ordinary curricular time does not. 
 Taylor’s entrance into the long-term process represents an opening to this 
bounded time, and Michael’s reflection upon the closing of his last show 
represents one type of end. Taylor’s beginning and Michael’s ending are some of 
the most memorable texts I collected. The other three students, by contrast, are 
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not experiencing the beginning and ending of this specific show as major 
thresholds. Instead, for Danielle, Carly, and Kevin, they are experiencing smaller 
thresholds that mark waypoints on the longer journey. This is why, for them, the 
auditions are a much more emotionally charged threshold—there is uncertainty 
for them that does not exist for Taylor or Michael. 
 Instead, smaller thresholds seem more vivid in the descriptions by 
Danielle, Carly, and Kevin. For example, Danielle describes the frenetic energy of 
arriving at school before a performance starts, as well as crossing the literal 
threshold from backstage to onstage. Similarly, Carly has a particularly 
heightened awareness of the shift from in-school curricular time to afterschool 
extracurricular time on the day when the cast list is posted, a threshold she seems 
to feel viscerally on that day in particular.  
 It is important to keep in mind that each of the moments I point out in the 
preceding paragraphs are reflections not just of bounded time, but of the 
fundamental experience of the world as a with-world. The reasons these 
moments feel so impactful are very often described by the students in social 
terms. Taylor anticipates new relationships at the first meeting, and as she moves 
along the rehearsal process, she begins to anticipate how she herself will become 
like the older students she looks up to. Michael’s reflection at the end is 
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inextricably linked with his feelings of connection to his classmates, his 
anticipation that after he graduates he will also become like the alumni he 
watched before him (by coming back to see future shows at Central Hills), and 
his anticipation of what new others he will encounter next year, and how his 
own skills will compare to theirs. 
Carly, even as she positions herself as independent and distinct from her 
peers, is unable to untangle her internal goals from her perceptions of the others 
around her and her beliefs about how they perceive her. Her experience, shaped 
by her sense of the present moment as training ground for an ambiguous, yet still 
fervently longed-for future, can still be understood through the filter of her 
encounters with others. Carly portrays herself as confident in her own 
performance skills, but that confidence is underscored by her comparisons of 
herself to the others around her. She often suggests that she does not understand 
her peers, particularly the way their commitment to the work of rehearsal differs 
from hers. Her self-image is based, not in a small way, on how she views herself 
in relation to others. 
 These students might understand learning through the prism of the 
curricular school day—the specific time when learning supposedly takes place. 
Perhaps it is because the musical is a time set-apart that there is a tendency for 
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the students to downplay experiences of learning theatrical skills in the context 
of high school musical theater. This is not to say that they do not describe 
experiences of specific skill-learning. Clearly, they do. Taylor and Kevin both talk 
about what it means to perform as an ensemble member, suggesting that 
learning was taking place in rehearsals on this topic. It is important to recognize, 
however, that the students always describe experiences of learning in a broader 
context. That broader context is the “know-how” I have described—their process 
of becoming more and more comfortable as a musical theater student at Central 
Hills.  
 
Implications 
 One of the primary reasons for pursuing phenomenological research is to 
engender feelings of empathy, to imagine the world through another person’s 
eyes, and to become more experienced ourselves through that encounter. By 
placing the study of experience in the context of the lifeworlds of students, we 
may be better positioned to conceive of thoughtful pedagogy because we 
approach the task with an empathic understanding of how learning is 
experienced within the framework of their daily lives. The experiences of Carly, 
Michael, Taylor, Danielle, and Kevin have certainly allowed me to do so. These 
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five students have shown me five different examples of how their experiences of 
being-in-the-world shape the possibilities for learning in unique ways. As a 
teacher, I will approach the next high school musicals I work on with far more 
awareness of the vastly different ways my students will be experiencing any 
given moment in the process. I discuss the practical insights this 
phenomenological study has granted me about my own students and my own 
professional practice not to suggest that these are the correct or only takeaways 
from this research, but rather to outline my own experience of resonance. I hope 
that readers of this dissertation will similarly borrow experiences from the 
students in this study for reflection on pedagogical practices. 
An important discovery for me was the degree to which the thresholds of 
high school musical theater rehearsal and performance sequence can be 
important aspects of the experience, and it seems critical to pay particular 
attention to these thresholds when I design the sequence of auditions and 
rehearsals for a show. The auditions, the rehearsals during which students start 
to run increasingly longer sections of the show, and the beginning of 
performances are three thresholds that might deserve more focused attention. 
However, if students tend to have emotional responses at threshold moments, 
perhaps there are ways to craft rehearsal plans that help students break out of 
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routines.  Because each cast is unique, the particular ways students might 
respond to this idea would of course be different from show to show. For 
example, I might try and schedule rehearsals in different locations in the school 
building and, in so doing, break up the routine of always meeting in the same 
place at the same time every day. Because the arrival of an audience is an 
important threshold, I could also strategically plan to invite small but 
meaningful audiences at carefully selected moments during the rehearsal 
process—a teacher outside of the process or alumni home from college, to name 
just two. Doubtless there are many other ways to break up rehearsal routines. 
Friendships that were born because of interaction during the production, 
especially those between older and younger students, stood out to me as I 
completed this project. In my own program, there is a musical production for 
older students and another one for younger students. While older students have 
always assisted in various backstage roles for the younger students’ shows, I am 
now planning to find even more ways to encourage formal and informal 
mentorships, and to provide younger students the opportunity to learn from and 
become inspired by their older peers. For example, in the musicals I direct with 
younger students, inviting older students to attend rehearsals and coach scenes 
the younger students have already blocked with me would both break up 
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routines and foster mentorship, while also providing opportunities for interested 
older students to specifically practice the “know-that” of performance skills. 
 I recognize now that when I started this project I held an assumption that 
part of the job of a teacher responsible for high school musical theater 
productions was to teach performance skills. This project has caused me to 
question this assumption, and to examine what it means from the point of view 
of my students. On the one hand, some degree of performance skills is required 
to competently stage a musical, especially one that is enjoyable to an audience. 
The students’ vivid descriptions of the ways they experienced their own 
audience, both while performing and in the lobby after the show, suggests to me 
that they found it meaningful to believe that their audience was invested in and 
enjoying their performance. The research summarized in Chapter Two also 
included the common finding that students believe that participating in high 
school musical theater does increase their performance skills, and that they take 
pride in putting on a successful show. 
 On the other hand, the experiences of the students in this study suggest 
that there is much more to high school musical theater than skill-building, and 
students will have different, personal beliefs about the degree of performance 
skills they feel is “just enough.” I will keep Kevin’s words in mind when he said, 
  
185 
“There's only so many times you could do, okay we've got to do this scene, we've 
got to do this, okay we're done, see ya.” He recognizes that there are skills to 
learn, and he acknowledges that engaging in the work of staging a musical is a 
necessary part of the process (even if he specifically thinks of it is a “necessary 
evil”), but that is definitely not why he is there. I will be more attuned to the 
students in my own program who are similar to Kevin in this regard. I want to 
ensure that they will feel confident and competent onstage, surely, and I want to 
do that without losing sight of the broader reasons they might have for being 
there in the first place. 
 Van Manen writes, “Pedagogy requires a hermeneutic ability to make 
interpretive sense of the phenomena of the lifeworld in order to see the 
pedagogic significance of situations and relations of living with children.”206 
Phenomenological research invites us to consider lived experience, to examine it 
for meaning, and, ultimately, to consider what that meaning suggests to us 
regarding our own pedagogy. This process encourages us to look at our own 
professional practice from the point of view of those who are affected by it, and 
to remember that the lifeworlds of our students are as rich and as varied as the 
students presented in this research. We may never be able to truly understand 
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what it is like to be another person, but we can imagine the world from their 
point of view. We can “borrow” their experiences and see how the world feels 
with this new perspective. In this way, phenomenological research shares some 
essential DNA with theater itself. Recall Bruce Wilshire’s description of what 
theater allows us to do: “We try out another life for size, we recognize—perhaps 
for the first time—how we are like the character or different from him.”207 This is 
the practical end goal of phenomenological research too. When we take the time 
to see the world through our students’ eyes, we make pedagogical decisions with 
more clarity and empathy precisely because we do not lose sight of how those 
decisions affect the learners in our classrooms. 
 
Suggestions for Future Research 
As van Manen said, “We gather other people’s experiences because they 
allow us to become more experienced ourselves.”208 It stands to reason, therefore, 
that the more experiences we gather, the more experienced we ourselves will be. 
It would be valuable to replicate this study with more students and, in so doing, 
to widen the pool of borrowed experience through which we can better 
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understand the activity of high school musical theater. In particular, proactively 
gathering the experiences of a diverse array of students would be an important 
contribution to the field. Additionally, none of the five students in this study 
were cast in the ensemble of South Pacific. Collecting lived experience 
descriptions from high school musical theater ensemble members would be 
similarly valuable. 
Moving beyond replication, there are also aspects of the experience of 
high school musical theater that were not addressed by the present study, and 
about which I still wonder. For example, I did not uncover vivid descriptions 
about the experience of making music in the context of musical theater. I suspect 
this is due to the open-ended nature of my original question, and the wide frame 
I gave to the topic—because I asked the students questions that specifically 
sought to uncover the experiences in a very long process that stood out the most 
to them, I was limited in the end by the topics they chose. There is room for 
smaller-scale phenomenological inquiry into specific aspects of the process, such 
as performing onstage, singing in an ensemble number, learning choreography, 
or any number of others. Examining lived experiences with a finer grain, and 
doing so closer in time to the experience itself would perhaps allow more vivid 
recollections to surface, and would fill in some of the gaps present in this study. 
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It would also allow for continued thoughtful reflection on how to approach 
specific aspects of musical theater teaching. 
Finally, and most significantly, I believe the lived experiences in the 
present study suggest a practical line of inquiry that might be undertaken in the 
future. Specifically, writing and research that addresses how teachers might 
develop high school musical theater programs that successfully engage students 
in meaningful ways would be a useful contribution to the field. The students in 
this study evidently found the experience to be meaningful in a variety of ways, 
and this meaning often was expressed in terms of the others they shared the 
experience with. I believe that a pedagogy of musical theater that begins with the 
borrowed experience of high school students, that considers what it feels like to be 
a high school student participating in musical theater, might focus less on the 
end product and more on the process. It would acknowledge the individual 
differences that exist in any cast, and it would be understanding in particular of 
differences in what “just enough” performance skills means for different 
students.  
I do not mean to suggest that the final performance is not important. 
Indeed, it was very important to the students in this study, and I suspect if they 
did not feel good about the final performance it would have a dramatic effect on 
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how they viewed the process as a whole. Rather, I propose that a view of the 
musical theater process that focuses on training students to stage a final 
production and concentrates on instilling an understanding of performance skills 
in order to do so may limit opportunities for students to find deeper levels of 
meaning. One important reason for this is foregrounded in the experiences the 
present research has presented: if the rehearsal process is structured primarily 
around the imparting of theatrical skills and the honing of a final project, 
students who are not primarily invested in these goals will have to create their 
own meaning elsewhere. 
This is not necessarily a bad thing—students taking ownership of the 
process and creating meaning for themselves was often a vivid part of the 
experiential descriptions I collected. I am proposing that structuring a rehearsal 
process that specifically seeks to encourage the creation of meaning by students 
could enhance both the journey and the destination of high school musical 
theater. This is not a perspective that the authors of most resources for high 
school musical theater facilitators take, despite the usefulness of these resources 
in providing support and ideas for teachers new to the process of creating 
theater. 
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Therefore, in the future, I propose that one of the most valuable 
contributions to the field would be support for music educators in how to 
conceive of musical theater pedagogy in a way that strengthens the benefits that 
have been described in previous research and that accounts for the variability in 
experience that has been uncovered here. In addition to gathering more lived 
experience descriptions from students, this process could be supported by 
conducting case studies of effective teachers with the specific goal of analyzing 
the individual habits of teachers not only for how they achieve excellent results, 
but for how they encourage student engagement throughout the rehearsal 
process. Action research in which teachers and students work together to explore 
what highly meaningful theater making looks like would also be valuable. 
 This line of inquiry, and in general a focus on how a process-oriented 
rather than a product-oriented approach to high school musical theater might 
support the engagement of students has the added effect of finding easy 
alignment with the suggestions made by some writers who have rightly pointed 
out the populations that traditional Broadway musicals might exclude. For 
example, Heather Cousins criticizes the way the tradition of the high school 
musical can exclude minorities and perpetuate mainstream culture at the 
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expense of fostering creativity and artistic engagement on the part of students.209 
A process oriented approach might begin by asking what repertoire would best 
support the specific students in our program, and opens the door to expressions 
of musical theater outside of our traditional understanding. 
 
Conclusion 
Students do not experience our classes, or our extracurricular activities in a 
vacuum. They experience them in their real, often messy lives. We must account 
for this when we, in turn, interact with them. This is at the core of van Manen’s 
“Phenomenology of Practice,” which “is meant to refer to the practice of 
phenomenological research and writing that reflects on and in practice, and 
prepares for practice.”210 The phenomenological attitude, and the 
phenomenological practice of research in education is meant to elicit feelings of 
empathy and understanding. This heightened awareness and openness to the 
others with which we share our pedagogical world then infuses the work we do 
with students. Measured by the degree to which my own awareness of the 
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192 
student experience of high school musical theater has been altered by this 
research process, this project has been a success. 
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